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	American Regional Realism (1865-1900)


“There are two ways of spreading light: to be the candle or the mirror that reflects it.” (Edith Wharton, “Vesalius in Zante”)

Introduction

In the United States, realism was also the product of a rapidly changing society. By the end of the Civil War in 1865, America was changing from a predominantly rural society to an urban one and was experiencing the effects of the Industrial Revolution. Many writers were inspired to depict the effects of these dramatic social changes on the average citizen. In most people's minds, the years following the Civil War symbolized a time of healing and rebuilding.  In the post–Civil War years, the United States was growing and changing at such a rapid pace that many Americans felt they were losing their regional identities. People were proud of the things they felt made them unique, and writers responded to this impulse by attempting to record the character of the country’s distinct regions. 
A. Emergence of American Regional Realism (Local Color)
Regional literature arose from an effort to accurately represent the speech, manners, habits, history, folklore, and beliefs of people in specific geographical areas. Although regionalism is considered an offshoot of realism, it has been part of American literature from the beginning. Washington Irving’s tales of Dutch New York and Nathaniel Hawthorne’s stories of Puritan New England are just two examples. After the Civil War, however, when realism became the dominant literary movement, writers began to focus on the lives of ordinary people and to avoid the supernaturalism and sentimentality found in much of the works of Romantic writers. A factor that contributed to the growth of regional writing was the boom inpublishing in the late 1800s. Popular magazines sprang up all over the United States to meet the demand for information about the rest of the country. 

B. Characteristics of Regional Literature
· Setting: The emphasis is frequently on nature and the limitations it imposes; settings are frequently remote and inaccessible. The setting is integral to the story and may sometimes become a character in itself.

· Characters: Local color stories tend to be concerned with the character of the district or region rather than with the individual: characters may become character types, sometimes quaint or stereotypical. The characters are marked by their adherence to the old ways, by dialect, and by particular personality traits central to the region. In women's local color fiction, the heroines are often unmarried women or young girls.

· Narrator: The narrator is typically an educated observer from the world beyond who learns something from the characters while preserving a sometimes sympathetic, sometimes ironic distance from them. The narrator serves as mediator between the rural folk of the tale and the urban audience to whom the tale is directed.

· Plots: It has been said that "nothing happens" in local color stories by women authors, and often very little does happen. Stories may include lots of storytelling and revolve around the community and its rituals.

· Themes: Many local color stories share an antipathy to change and a certain degree of nostalgia for an always-past golden age. A celebration of community and acceptance in the face of adversity characterizes women's local color fiction. Thematic tension or conflict between urban ways and old-fashioned rural values is often symbolized by the intrusion of an outsider or interloper who seeks something from the community.

C. The Importance of Setting

The effectiveness of regional writing depends to a large extent on the depiction of setting, the time and place in which a story’s events occur. Key elements of setting in regional literature include the following:
· geographical location and physical features, such as a river, a camp, a house, or a mode of transportation

· the time in which the events take place—a season of the year or a historical period

· the jobs and daily activities of the characters

· the culture of the characters, including their religious and moral beliefs and the social and economic conditions in which they live

Two means of conveying setting that are commonly found in regional literature are the use of dialects—distinctive forms of language spoken in particular areas or by particular groups of people—and detailed descriptions of location. The pronunciations indicated by the spellings feller and warn’t, the expression “I don’t recollect,” and the use of come rather than came all contribute to the regional flavor of the piece.
In regional literature, setting, characters, and plot are usually inseparable. As you read regional writing, notice the relationship between the characters and the setting. Ask yourself how the characters react to the setting. Then decide how this relationship is significant to the story’s plot.
With the publication in 1884 of Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, regionalism and local color writing reached a zenith. Huckleberry Finn was the first novel written entirely in “American”—that is, it was told in the colorful, colloquial, and often ungrammatical voice of its young narrator, Huck. Twain was known for using his gift of humor to make a serious point, and in this novel he used biting satire to tackle the issue of racism in America. Despite Twain’s immense popularity with readers worldwide, critics of the time dismissed Huckleberry Finn, calling it vulgar and immoral, and libraries banned the book from their shelves as “the veriest trash.” Today, many consider it not only Twain’s finest work but possibly the best book ever written by an American author. The novel had a huge influence on later writers, among them Ernest Hemingway, who said, “All modern American literature comes from one book by Mark Twain called Huckleberry Finn. There was nothing before. There has been nothing as good since.”

Representative Writings

Kate Chopin’s The Awakening
Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn
Bret Harte’s The Luck of Roaring Camp
Willa Cather’s O Pioneers!
Conclusion
The United States changed rapidly after the Civil War. Writers of this period turned away from Romanticism and attempted to create the appearance of ordinary life. Known as Realists, these writers aimed not to transcend reality but to render the truth of everyday experience as they saw, heard, and felt it. Following the Civil War, some American writers concentrated on the unique characteristics, or local color, of a particular region of the country. They attempted to portray the landscape, speech, customs, and other cultural details of their chosen region. 
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