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 What is Naturalism?
• Naturalism was an artistic movement which started

in literature and then moved into drama.
• Naturalists in theatre were concerned with

reproducing real life on stage.
• Intricate props, costumes and set design would be

used to create the effect of a particular location, down
to the finest details. If the setting was a kitchen, for
example then there would be a working cooker, china
tea cups and real food.

• It was soon replaced with Realism, which only
showed the necessary moments on stage, as
opposed to every single detail.

Background to Naturalism
Naturalism began as a literary movement and was 
concerned with real people doing real things. In 1867 
French novelist Emile Zola (founding father of Naturalism) 
wrote Therese Raquin, which was later adapted for the 
stage. By the late 1800s, authors were moving towards 
more realistic approach in their books where Human 
nature and emotions were examined. Due to the social 
and political nature of art, it reflects the society of the 
day. A society that is preoccupied with survival, tends to 
create art that is unrealistic and concerned with epic tales 
(life and death). One that is concerned with the quality of 
life creates art that is less exaggerated and debates the 
realities of living. If we apply this to the late 1800s, we 
see society changing in a massive way. It was becoming 
more scientific, and the French novelist Emile Zola 

(1840-1902) argued in his book Thérèse Raquin (1873) 
that theatre should be closer to reality and reflect the 
latest ideas of Scientific discovery such as Darwin and 
Freud. With a new scientific approach to art, where the 
artist observes and comments objectively, artists came to 
fundamental beliefs.

Naturalism & Realism
Naturalism and Realism were the two artistic movements, 
which followed melodrama. There are subtle differences 
between them. Naturalism was an artistic movement, 
which started in literature and then moved into drama. 
Naturalism was based in real time, and the atmosphere/
mood within the audience was always changing. The 
dialogue has a realistic sentence structure; there is actual 
character development and there is thorough detail made 
to the set and props. 

Style, Genre and 
Stanislavski
In Stanislavski’s productions of Chekhov, such as The 
Seagull, he created detailed physical ‘scores’ to create 
naturalistic detail. However, Stanislavski’ approaches 
should not be confined to naturalism and realism. As 
John Gillett, highlights in his book Acting Stanislavski, his 
production plan for The Seagull “contained elements of 
comedy, tragedy, symbolism and detailed construction of 
atmosphere” (p. xxiv)

Genre: Naturalism 
& Realism
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