
Realism & Naturalism (1860-1915) 
Broadly defined as "the faithful representation of reality." Romantics transcend the immediate to 

find the ideal, realists and naturalists examine the actual. 

 

The Realists 
Walt Whitman 

Emily Dickinson 

 

 

 

The Naturalists 
Mark Twain 

 

 

Stephen Crane 

Jack London 

 
Characteristics 

• Sought to portray American life as it really was; they insisted that the ordinary and the 

local were suitable topics to write about. 

 

• Shows reality closely and in comprehensive detail. Character is more important 

than action and plot; complex ethical choices are often the subject. 

 

• Events will usually be plausible. Realistic texts avoid the sensational. 

 

• Diction is natural vernacular, not heightened or poetic; tone may be comic, satiric, 

or matter-of-fact. 

 

• Objectivity in presentation becomes increasingly important: overt authorial 

comments or intrusions diminish as the century progresses. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Naturalism Differences 
• Naturalism was viewed as a “harsher” version of Realism which focused on extreme 

objectivity. 

 

• Believed that humans had no free will. 

 

• Humans are controlled by environment and heredity. 

 

• Pessimistic about human’s destiny.  

 



"The learn'd astronomer" 
by Walt Whitman 

 
1 When I heard the learn'd astronomer, 

2 When the proofs, the figures, were ranged in columns before me, 

3 When I was shown the charts and diagrams, to add, divide, and 

4 When I sitting heard the astronomer where he lectured with much     

  applause in the lecture-room, 

5 How soon unaccountable I became tired and sick, 

6 Till rising and gliding out I wander'd off by myself, 

7 In the mystical moist night-air, and from time to time, 

8 Look'd up in perfect silence at the stars. 

 

 

For the first group 
You know the five journalistic questions: Who? What? When? Where? Why? Help us with the first 

four--we'll leave the "why" (the poem's purpose) to other groups. So: Who is the speaker? (What 

kind of person, from what walk of life?) What was he doing during the event he now describes? 

Where was he? When was he there? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For the second group 
How would you say astronomers generally understand and describe the stars? What specific words 

and phrases does the speaker use to characterize that way of understanding the stars? If you find 

the speaker's descriptive phrases in lines 1-4 "loaded," say how.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For the third group 
What effect does the astronomer's lecture have upon the speaker? Concentrate on the last four 

lines, beginning "How soon . . . ." Go beyond the obvious, which is that the speaker doesn't like the 

lecture and so he leaves. How exactly does he seem to feel, and how exactly does he describe his 

departure from the room and his subsequent actions? Why does free verse work for this poem? 

 

 

 

 

 

 



For the fourth group 
You've been appointed the class philosophers for a day (don’t worry; this is slightly better than 

village idiot). Contrast the differing ideas about human nature held by the scientist in the poem 

and the speaker, respectively. The question perhaps boils down to this: what kind of "knowledge" 

most satisfies human beings? What, according to Whitman, do they need to know or feel when 

they look at the stars? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For the fifth group 
You've been appointed the class romantics for a day. A critic might say, isn't Whitman himself, as a 

poet, doing what the astronomer did--isn't he using mere words to lecture us about the stars? And 

we thought the speaker implied that silence--not words or charts--was the only proper comeback 

to the scientific view! Help! Can you make Whitman's case that poetic words offer a better way of 

understanding ourselves and the natural world than does science? 



“I Hear America Singing” 
by Walt Whitman 

 

I hear America singing, the varied carols I hear, 

Those of mechanics, each one singing his as it should be blithe and strong, 

The carpenter singing his as he measures his plank or beam, 

The mason singing his as he makes ready for work, or leaves off work, 

The boatman singing what belongs to him in his boat, the deckhand 

     singing on the steamboat deck, 

The shoemaker singing as he sits on his bench, the hatter singing as he stands, 

The wood-cutter's song, the ploughboy's on his way in the morning, or 

     at noon intermission or at sundown, 

The delicious singing of the mother, or of the young wife at work, or of 

     the girl sewing or washing, 

Each singing what belongs to him or her and to none else, 

The day what belongs to the day—at night the party of young fellows, 

     robust, friendly, 

Singing with open mouths their strong melodious songs. 

 

 

1. If Whitman were alive today, what “songs” would he hear from modern America? Would 
they be different, or similar? How? 

 

 

 

 

 

2. Why does the speaker say that each person’s singing should be “blithe and strong?” 
 

 

 

 

 

3. Looking at Whitman’s catalog of Americans, who does he see as “building” America? 
 

 

 

 

 

4. Perhaps this poem is not about actual work songs, but about something more subtle. 
What would you say this poem is really about? 

 

 

 

 

 

5. What elements of realism can you find in this poem? 
 

 

 

 

 

 

6. Why does free verse work for this poem? 
 

 



Imitating Whitman: Free Verse is Easy!  
Directions: 

 

1. Flip to any page in the dictionary. 
2. Choose one word with several definitions, one that appeals to you. 
3. Write the word as the title of your poem. 
4. In the dictionary, rank the definitions with number one as the most interesting, etc. 
5. Write the definitions in the order you have chosen. 

 

 

 

Word/title: ________________________ 

 

Definition #1: 

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Definition #2: 

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Definition #3: 

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Definition #4: 

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________________ 



Imitating Whitman: Format Your Free Verse 
At this point, all you have is a rank-order list of definitions.  The next step is to evolve the 

list into a poem.  This requires a poetic leap! 

 
Try some of the following: 

� Subtract repetitive words, such as excessive articles 

� Substitute synonyms for words that are awkward or colorless 

� Add linking words and/or punctuation for effect 

� Add descriptive words 

� Subtract definitions that no longer fit the total meaning 

� Think about connotation (the emotion/feeling we associate with a word) 

� Consider the overall tone of the poem 

� Could the shape add meaning? 

� Consider capitalization, punctuation, line breaks, stanza breaks that might add 

meaning 

 

Write your new free verse poem on a separate sheet of paper. 

 

 

Examples 
 

Habit 

 

A thing done often. 

Condition. Disposition. 

A thing done often. 

Tendency to perform a certain action. 

A thing done often. 

Action of mind or body. 

A thing done often. 

Done easily.  Difficult to break. 

A thing done often. 

Enforced by social disapproval. 

A thing . . .  
  Error 

 

blundER, mistake,, slip 

deviation of behavioR from truth Or accuRacy 

dEpaRture fROm what is 

coRect 
 



Success is counted sweetest 
By Emily Dickinson 

 
 

Success is counted sweetest  

By those who ne'er succeed.  

To comprehend a nectar  

Requires sorest need.  

Not one of all the purple host  

Who took the flag to-day  

Can tell the definition,  

So clear, of victory!  

As he, defeated, dying, 

On whose forbidden ear 

The distant strains of triumph 

Burst agonized and clear! 

1. What analogy, or example, does Dickinson use in the first stanza? Is it effective? 
 

 

 

 

 

2. What is a “purple host” – why is it purple? 
 

 

 

 

 

3. What can’t this “purple host” do? 
 

 

 

 

 

4. Whose ear is mentioned in line 10? What is the ear forbidden to hear? 
 

 

 

 

 

5. According to the poem, who is likely to “count success sweetest?” 
 

 

 

 

 

6. What does this mean exactly? Do you agree? 
 

 

 

 

 

7. Think of an example, other than a soldier in wartime, where the theme of this poem is 
illustrated: 

 



Emily Dickinson's Hope Debate 
Here are two poems by Emily Dickinson.  Decide which one you think is the better one and 

why.  Of the better, how good is it? 

 

 

#254 

 

Hope is the thing with feathers - 

That perches in the soul -  

And sings the tune without the words -  

And never stops - at all - 

 

And sweetest - in the Gale - is heard - 

And sore must be the storm - 

That could abash the little Bird 

That kept so many warm - 

 

I've heard it in the chillest land -  

And on the strangest Sea - 

Yet, never in Extremity, 

It asked a crumb - of Me 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

#1392 

 

Hope is a strange invention - 

A Patent of the Heart - 

In unremitting action 

Yet never wearing out - 

 

Of this electric Adjunct 

Not anything is known 

But its unique momentum 

Embellish all we own - 

What makes it better? 
_______________________

_______________________

_______________________

_______________________

_______________________

_______________________

_______________________

_______________________

_______________________

_______________________

_______________________

_______________________

_______________________

_______________________

_______________________

_______________________

_______________________ 



“Letter to the World” 
Read Emily Dickinson’s poem #441, and then use her slant rhyming style to write your own 

letter to the world. 

 

#441 
 
1 This is my letter to the World 
2 That never wrote to Me – 
3 The tender news that Nature told – 
4 With tender Majesty 
5 Her message is committed 
6 To hands I cannot see – 
7 For love of her – Sweet – countrymen 
8 Judge tenderly – of Me 

 

 

Now Tell the World Something 
You will be graded on how well you match the following: 

 

� Lines 1 & 3 = Slant Rhyme (the last syllables have similar sounds) 

� Lines 2 & 4 = Slant Rhyme 

� Lines 2 & 6 = Exact Rhyme 

� Lines 2 & 8 = Repetition of last word 

� Dashes in lines 2, 3, 6, 7, & 8 

 

The rhythm should be very close, but does not need to be exact. 

 

Use the same first line as Dickinson, then tell the world the one thing you would tell it if you could 

tell it anything. 

 

 

1 This is my letter to the World…________________________________ 

2  ______________________________________________________________________ 

3  ______________________________________________________________________ 

4  ______________________________________________________________________ 

5  ______________________________________________________________________ 

6  ______________________________________________________________________ 

7  ______________________________________________________________________ 

8  ______________________________________________________________________ 

 



A Story Without an End 
By Mark Twain  
 

We had one game in the ship which was a good time passer - at least it was at night in the 

smoking room when the men were getting freshened up from the day's monotonies and dullnesses. 

It was the completing of noncomplete stories. That is to say, a man would tell a story except the 

finish. Then the others would try to supply the ending out of their own invention. When everyone 

who wanted a chance had had it, the man who had introduced the story would give it its original 

ending - then you could take your choice. Sometimes the new endings turned out to be better than 

the olde one. 

 

But the story which called out the most persistent and determined and ambitious effort was the 

one which had no ending, and so there was nothing to compare the new endings with. The man 

who told it said he could furnish the particulars up to a certain point only, because that was as 

much of the tale as he knew.  

 

He would give anyone fifty dollars who would finish the story to the satisfaction of a jury to be 

appointed by ourselves. We appointed a jury and wrestled with the tale. We invented plenty of 

endings, but the jury voted them all down. The jury was right. It was a tale which the author may 

have completed. In substance the storiette was a follows:  

 

John Brown, aged thirty-one, good, gentle, bashful, timid, lived in a quiet village in Missouri. He 

was superintendent of the Presbyterian Sunday school, The extreme kindliness of his nature was 

recognized by all; in fact people said that he was made entirely out of good impulses and 

bashfulness; that he could always be counted upon for help when it was needed, and for 

bashfulness both when it was needed, and when it wasn't.  

 

Mary Taylor, twenty-tree, modest, sweet, winning, an in character and person beautiful, was all in 

all to him. And he was very nearly to all in all to her. She was wavering, his hopes were high. Her 

mother had been in opposition from the first. But she was wavering too; he could see it. She was 

being touched by his warm interest in her two charity "proteges" and by his contributions toward 

their support. These were two aged sisters who lived in a log hut in a lonely place up a crossroad 

four miles from Mrs. Taylor's farm. One of the sisters was crazy, and sometimes a little violent, but 

not often.  

 

At last the time seemed ripe for a final advance, and Brown gathered his courage together, and 

resolve to make it. He would take along a contribution of double the usual size, and win the mother 

over; with her opposition annulled, the rest of the conquest would be sure and prompt.  

 

He took to the road in the middle of a placid Sunday afternoon in the soft Missourian summer, and 

he was equipped properly for his mission. He was all clothed in white linen, with a blue ribbon for a 

necktie, and he had on dressy tight boots. His horse and buggy were the finest. The lap robe was 

of white linen, it was new, and it had a handworked border.  

 

When he was four miles out on the lonely road and was walking his horse over a wooden bridge, 

his straw hat blew off and fell in the creek, and floated down and lodged against a bar. He did not 

quite know what to do. He must have the hat, that was manifest; but how was he to get it?  

 

Then he had an idea. The roads were empty, nobody was stirring. Yes, he would risk it. He led the 

horse to the roadside and set it to cropping grass; then he undressed and put his clothes in the 

buggy, petted the horse for a moment to secure its compassion and loyalty, then hurried to the 

stream. He swam out and soon had the hat. When he got to the top of the bank the horse was 

gone!  

 

His legs almost gave way under him. The horse was walking leisurely along the road. Brown trotted 

after it saying, "Whoa, whoa, there's a good fellow"; but whenever he got near enough to chance a 

jump for the buggy, the horse quickened its pace a little and defeated him. He tagged on and on, 

imploring the horse, till he had left a mile behind him, and was closing up on the Taylor premises; 

then at last he was successful, and got into the buggy. He flung his shirt, his necktie and his coat; 

then he reached for - but he was too late; he sat suddenly down and pulled up the lap robe, for he 

saw someone coming out of a gate - a woman he thought. He wheeled the horse to the left, and 



struck briskly up the crossroad. As he passed around the turn he slowed down to a walk, and 

reached for his trou- too late again.  

 

He had come upon Mrs. Enderby, Mrs. Glossop, Mrs. Taylor, and Mary. They were on foot, and 

seemed tired and excited. They came at once to the buggy and shook hands, and all spoke at 

once, and said, eagerly how glad they were. And Mrs. Enderby said, impressively:  

 

"It looks like an accident, his coming at such a time; but he was sent from the high."  

 

They were all moved and Mrs. Glossop said in an awed voice:  

 

"Sarah Enderby, you never said a truer word in your life. This is no accident, it is a special 

providence. He was sent, an angel of deliverance. I say angel, Sarah Enderby, and will have no 

other word."  

 

"I know it's so," said Mrs. Taylor, fervently. "John Brown, I could worship you; I could go down on 

my knees to you. I could kiss the hem of your lap robe."  

 

He was not able to speak; he was helpless with shame and fright.  

 

"Any person could see the hand of providence in it. Here at noon what do we see? We see the 

smoke rising. I speak up and say, 'That's the Old People's cabin afire'."  

 

"The very words you said, Nancy Taylor. "  

 

"Then the next thing I said was, 'Mary Taylor, tell the hired man to rig up the team - we'll go to the 

rescue. We'll go afoot.' And go we did. And found Sarah Enderby on the road."  

 

"And we all went together and found the cabin set fire and burnt down by the crazy one. We got 

them to a shady place and made them as comfortable as we could."  

 

"And then," said Mrs. Glossop, "what do you think we had better do - let Mr. Brown drive the Old 

People to Nancy Taylor's one at a time, or put both of them in the buggy, and him lead the horse?"  

 

Brown gasped.  

 

"Now, then, that's a question," said Mrs. Enderby. "You see, we are all tired out, and any way we 

fix it it's going to be difficult. For if Mr. Brown take both of them, at least one of us must go back 

and help him."  

 

"That is so," said Mrs. Taylor. "One of us drive with Mr. Brown, and the rest of you go along to my 

house and get things ready. I'll go with him."  

 

They had all been sitting on the grass beside the buggy for a while, now, trying to rest their bodies. 

Then Mrs. Enderby said:  

 

"I've got an idea, now. You see, we can't walk anymore so my idea is this: one of us ride back with 

Mr. Brown, then ride to Nancy Taylor's with one of the Old people, leaving Mr. Brown to keep the 

other company. One of you drive back and get the other one and drive her to Nancy's."  

 

"Splendid!" they all cried. After a consultation it was decided that Mrs. Enderby should drive back 

with Brown because she invented the plan. Everything now being satisfactorily arranged and 

settled, the ladies rose, relieved and happy, and brushed down their gowns, and three of them 

started homeward. Mrs. Enderby set her foot on the buggy step and was about to climb in, when 

Brown found a remnant of his voice and gasped out -  

 

"Please, Mrs. Enderby, call them back. I am very weak; I can't walk, I can't indeed."  

 

"Why, dear Mr. Brown! You do look pale. Come back all of you! Mr. Brown is not well. Mr. Brown 

I'm real sorry. Are you in pain?"  

 

"No, madam, only weak."  



 

The others came back, and poured out their sympathies. They would all go to Nancy Taylor's house 

and see to Brown's needs first. He could lie down and two of the ladies would take the buggy and 

get one of the Old People.  

 

By this time, without any solicitation, they were at the horse's head and were beginning to turn 

him around. The danger was imminent, but Brown found his voice again and saved himself. He said 

-  

 

"But ladies, you are overlooking something. You see, if you bring one of them home, and one 

remains behind with the other lady, there will be three persons there to come back. For someone 

has to drive the buggy back, and three can't come home in it."  

 

They all claimed, "Why sure-ly, that is so"" and they all perplexed again.  

 

Presently, Mary offered a plan; it was her first effort. She said:  

 

"I am young and strong and am refreshed, now. Take Mr. Brown to our house, and give him help. I 

will go back and take care of the Old People; I can be there in twenty minutes. Wait on the main 

road at our house until someone comes along with a wagon. You won't have to wait long; the 

farmers will soon be coming back from town now. "  

 

This plan was discussed and accepted; it seemed the best that could be done, in the 

circumstances. Brown felt relieved, and was deeply thankful, Let him once get to the main road 

and he would find a way to escape.  

 

Then Mrs. Taylor said:  

 

"The evening chill will be coming on, pretty soon, and those poor old things will need some kind of 

covering. Take the lap robe with you dear."  

 

"Very well mother, I will."  

 

She stepped to the buggy and put out her hand to take it-  

 

That was the end of the tale.  

 

At first we thought we could finish the story quite easily, but soon it appear that it was not a simple 

thing. This was on account of Brown's character - great generosity and kindliness, but complicated 

with unusual shyness and diffidence, particularly in the presence of ladies. There was his love for 

Mary, in a condition where its affair must be handled with great tact, and no mistakes made, no 

offense given. And there was the mother to be won over. Also there were the helpless Old People.  

 

Mary was reaching for the lap robe; Brown must decide - there was no time to be lost.  

 

Of course none but a happy ending of the story would be accepted by the jury; the finish must find 

Brown in high credit with the ladies, his behavior without blemish, his modesty unwounded, his 

character for self-sacrifice maintained, The Old People rescued through him, their benefactor, all 

the party proud of him, happy in him.  

 

We worked at the troublesome problem until three in the morning.  

 

Meantime Mary was still reaching for the lap robe. We gave it up, and decided to let her continue to 

reach. It is the reader's privilege to determine for himself how the things came out.  

 

The End.  



A Story Without an Ending – Reading Guide 
Answer these questions as thoroughly as possible! 

 

1. What is the set up to the real story? Why is the first part in italics? 
 

 

 

 

2. Why is Brown taking “double his contribution” to the mother? What is he trying to do? 
 

 

 

 

3. What happens to Brown that makes him think quickly? 
 

 

 

 

4. What does he decide to do? 
 

 

 

 

5. How is the situation that Brown is in an example of dramatic irony? 
 

 

 

 

6. Where were the women coming back from? 
 

 

 

 

7. What are the women debating after they greet Brown? 
 

 

 

 

8. How do you think the story ends? Take 5 minutes to write your own ending to the story. 
 

She stepped to the buggy and put out her hand to take it— 

 

 

 

 

 

 

9. What factors played a role in deciding how the story would end? 



Jack London, “To Build a Fire”        
Answer the following questions as completely as possible! 
 

Comprehension: Did you understand the story? 
1. What is significant about the fact that the main character has no name? 

 

 

 

 

2. Take note of the descriptions in the first few paragraphs of the story. What do you 

notice? How is this an example of realist/naturalist writing? 

 

 

 

 

3. What mood is London trying to create with his descriptions of the setting? 

 

 

 

 

4. How are the man and dog different? 

 

 

 

 

5. Why does London keep repeating the fact that it’s cold? Don’t we get it already? 

 

 

 

 

6. How does the man react to the frostbite on his cheek? 

 

 

 

 

7. The man pushes the dog forward to ahead of him at times. Why is the dog reluctant? 

 

 

 

 

8. What does the man show the reader when he softly chuckles at his numb toes? 

 

 

 

 

9. What happens that concerns the man? What does he try to do again to get him out 

of danger? 

 

 

 

 

10. What happens to the second fire? 

 

 

 

 

11. What does the man try to do in response to #10? What “wild idea” does he have? 

 

 

 



12. Why does the man begin to run and curse the dog? 

 

 

 

 

13. Why does the man calm down at the end of the story? What does he realize? Why 

does he want to be calm? 

 

 

 

 

Comprehension: Did you understand the deeper meaning? 
14. Who, or what, is the antagonist in the story? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

15. What does the objective tone (impersonal) show the reader about the antagonist? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

16. What do you think is the central symbol in the story? What does it represent? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

17. What is the man’s fatal flaw?  Describe the changes in attitude that he undergoes 

during the story. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

18. What governs how the man acts? How does this connect to naturalism? 

 

 



Richard Cory 
Edwin Arlington Robinson 

 
Whenever Richard Cory went down town, 

We people on the pavement looked at him: 

He was a gentleman from sole to crown, 

Clean favored, and imperially slim. 

 

And he was always quietly arrayed, 

And he was always human when he talked; 

But still he fluttered pulses when he said, 

"Good-morning," and he glittered when he walked. 

 

And he was rich - yes, richer than a king - 

And admirably schooled in every grace; 

In fine we thought that he was everything 

To make us wish that we were in his place. 

 

So on we worked, and waited for the light, 

And went without the meat, and cursed the bread; 

And Richard Cory, one calm summer night, 

Went home and put a bullet through his head. 

 
 

 

1. What is the tone of this poem?  How do you know it’s the tone? Prove it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. What is the mood of this poem?  Prove it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. How does the rhyme scheme add to the mood of this poem? 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Why is this considered a Naturalist poem? 

 

 
 


