How do you define “Realism” when it comes to art? 

Attempt to create what is seen by the eye. 

Other words for realism: Naturalism, figuration, representational, etc. 

History of “realistic” painting and sculpture

Realism today is interesting when viewed in historical context.  

400 BCE The Greeks successfully achieved realistic depiction of life. 

100 BCE Roman Verism: highly realistic sculpting style, carving every wrinkle, scar, and receding hairline ("warts and all") to depict wisdom and experience rather than ideal beauty.
50 BCE Realistic Still lives from Pompei, and frescos attempting perspective. 
Early 100 AD Until 300 AD Fayum Mummy portraits
300 AD The great fade in Art - The Roman world became chaotic and militaristic. Art shifted from celebrating individual beauty to celebrating raw power and order.
Empire converted to Christianity as well. By the time the Roman Empire fell, the "trick" of perspective (making things look 3D) was effectively lost. Art entered the Byzantine style. 
· No depth: The figures float against a gold background (symbolizing heaven) rather than standing in a real landscape.
· No shadows: Shading makes things look earthly/heavy. To make figures look divine, artists removed the shadows.
· Symbolism over Realism: It became more important to show who someone was (by their clothes or halo) than what they actually looked like.
For 1,000 years, Europe painted in this style. 
500 – 1000 AD is Dark Ages
1200 – St Francis of Assisi Effect on Christianity, Francis taught that God was found in nature, poverty, and human suffering. He preached to birds; he cried real tears; he felt pain.
1300 — Giotto: Used egg tempera.  From Florence Considered the father of western painting. Father of the renaissance. He stopped painting symbols and started painting people. Before him they looked like paper cutouts, but he used light and shadow to create the illusion of roundness. He gives figures physical weight and gravity. He replaced gold backgrounds with blue skies, rocks and trees. This grounded the holy stories in the real world. It told the viewer: "This happened here, on Earth, to people like you."
The Old Way: Faces remained calm and neutral, even during tragic scenes (like the Crucifixion), because saints were supposed to be above human suffering. Giotto’s Way: He painted raw, ugly grief. In his famous Lamentation fresco: he was the first to realize that holy figures should follow the laws of physics. They cast shadows, they had weight, and they cried ugly, distorted tears.
Renaissance 1300 – 1600 – Rebirth of classical art – Davinci, Michelangelo. Focus on humanism, invention of oil paint. 
1400s - the Renaissance - Italian artists like Masaccio and Brunelleschi essentially "re-invented" the Greek rules of perspective and shading, bringing realism back to Western art.
Flemish Painters
Robert Campin Started it in Flanders 
Early 1400s —Jan van Eyck use oil paint that dries slowly to create microscopic textures (fur, stubble, reflections). They reject "ideal beauty" in favor of recording every flaw (e.g., a double chin), believing God is in the details.
1420 – Illuminated manuscript showing high level of realism
1453 Istanbul fell to the Ottomans. 
Late 1400s — Albrecht Dürer: Dürer combines Northern texture (Van Eyck) with Southern perspective (Masaccio) to help create the High Renaissance style.
1501 – Michaelangel’s David 
1420s — Masaccio (Italy): The "Scientist" of art masters Linear Perspective (making a flat painting look like a 3D window) and consistent lighting, ensuring figures occupy physical space.
1450 – Printing press invented in Germany 
Academies
1593 Italian art academies: Accademia di San Luca- focused on elevating artists from craftsmen to intellectual "gentlemen" through drawing/design and classical imitation. 
1648 - French academies, specifically the Académie Royale - adapted this model into a more state-controlled, rigid, and structured system centered on hierarchical training, public Salon exhibitions, and neoclassicism. The French Academy was established under Louis XIV to formalize the separation of fine arts from crafts, serving royal control and establishing a strict social hierarchy of art. They were bureaucratic.  
Late 1500s / Early 1600s —As Academies gain power, Caravaggio rebels by using peasants/prostitutes as models for saints and painting dirty feet and rotting fruit. The emerging academic mindset rejects this, believing art should elevate the mind, not remind viewers of poverty.
By the 1600s the Dutch were already in their own "Golden Age" of realism. Because they were a Protestant Republic, they didn't have a king or church demanding massive "History Paintings." They created a booming market for Genre Painting (everyday life), Masters like Vermeer and Rembrandt painted  pouring milk, peeling apples, reading letters, and unidealized faces—and they were wildly successful. The Academy later dismisses these subjects  as "minor" and too boring for High Art.
Spain had its own approach. Diego Velázquez ( 1500 – 1660) was the official court painter, yet he painted with a startling realism that broke academic norms. He used loose brushstrokes to capture the impression of reality. He also painted dwarfs and jesters with the same dignity as the King, focusing on their humanity rather than an idealized form.
17th Century — State Control: Institutions like the French Académie des Beaux-Arts link art to state power, controlling the market, ideology, and exhibitions to reflect absolutism.
Deep in the 1700s, when the French Academy was obsessed with Rococo fluff and Greek myths, Jean-Siméon Chardin became famous for painting... kitchen supplies. He stuck to the lowest genre (Still Life) but painted it with such profound honesty and respect that even the Academy had to admit he was a master. He proved you could have "High Art" skill without "High Art" subjects.
1815 — Academic Art reaches its peak apogee, used by governments to promote national pride and stability.
The "Golden Rules" Enforced:
· Idealism: Nature must be "corrected" (e.g., anatomy fixed to look like Greek statues).
· The "Licked" Finish: Surfaces must be polished until all brushstrokes disappear.
· Hierarchy of Genres: Subjects are ranked by educational value: History Painting, Portraiture, Genre, Landscape, Still Life (bottom).
Artists like Bouguereau (mythology), Gérôme (history), and Cabanel (idealized nudes) dominate the Paris Salon.
Realism in France

1840s – “The Realist” movement in France was characterized by a rebellion against powerful official support for history painting. They wanted to paint the world the way it really is and not glorified.  Gustave Courbet was the original proponent of realism. Not necessarily noted for precise depiction of visual appearance. But more concerned with subject matter. These were artists who stopped painting Greek gods or kings and started painting the lives of the poor previously rejected in artwork.

Vincent Van Gogh originally painted in the Realist style until he visited Paris in 1886 and was influenced by Impressionist artworks.

1867 - Realism influenced American artists Winslow Homer and Thomas Eakins, spent time in Paris   Homer's initial artwork consisted of Civil War camp and peasant paintings in the Realist style. Eakins worked on Realist style portraits and outside scenes, especially rowers on the water. Other American students in France included Frank Duveneck, William Merritt Chase, and Frank Currier.

1912–1940: The Ashcan School

Led by Robert Henri, a later wave of American Realism emerged in New York City known as the Ashcan School. Artists of this movement focused on urban life, depicting working-class people, city streets, laborers, and everyday scenes of the modern metropolis.

The Ashcan artists were strongly influenced by Thomas Eakins’ Realist style, emphasizing honesty, direct observation, and psychological depth. After spending three years in Paris, Robert Henri returned to the United States, settled in New York, and actively opposed both the academic art establishment and the Impressionist movement, which he viewed as detached from real life.

Henri promoted the philosophy of “art for life’s sake,” encouraging his students to paint what they saw around them rather than idealized subjects. Key members of the Ashcan School include John Sloan, William Glackens, Everett Shinn, George Luks, George Bellows

George Bellows and Edward Hopper met in New York City while studying at The Chase School (later Parsons School of Design). Both were taught by Robert Henri and trained in scene painting. Their work reflected the Ashcan School’s commitment to portraying the realities of big-city life.

I really appreciate these artists because they wanted to show life through a lens of truth. That's cool. But were they motivated by morals or is that just the art that was popular and selling at the time. 

But the irony is that these artist’s style looked less realistic than the artists they were rebelling against. 
Dutch realism, then Courbet, then the Ashcan School all say: If this is how most people live, why isn’t it worth painting? FROM AI - CONFIRM
Abstract Art Taking Over
Towards the end of 1800’s and start of 1900’s Abstract art started taking over. 
Why did abstract art take over during that time? Was it because of the artist’s existentialism after the invention of the camera? Why do you think the mainstream art world was taken over by abstract art? 
Lost a belief in a shared reality because of Industrialization, World wars.
US vs. USSR: During the Cold War, the United States wanted to prove it was better than the Soviet Union. The Soviet Union forced its artists to paint realistic propaganda. To be different, the US promoted Abstract art as a symbol of freedom and creativity. Because the Soviets liked realism, realistic painting in America started to look suspicious or un-American. Government wanted non political art
1906 - Hilma af Klint is first real abstract painter, kept it hidden, didn’t think the world was ready for it. 
1911 Kandinsky is the first out in the open abstract painter – spiritual in art. 
1940s Center of the art world shifted to NYC from Paris, because of the war. 
1930 – 1940s – regionalism
1940s – Abstract Expression became the dominant Art Movement 
American realism lost institutional support. 
Realists even formed a group and published a magazine called Reality to defend their work. It didn't work. By the mid-1950s, Abstract art had taken over completely.
1940s–1960s: Realism After the Fall of the Mainstream
Realism did not vanish, it survived in pockets. Figurative artists increasingly viewed themselves as outsiders to the modernist mainstream. 
During this period, the broader public largely stopped distinguishing between different forms of figurative art, often grouping all non-abstract painting together.
What Kind of Realism Persisted ?
1930 – 1950 - Social Realism Focused on social issues, political critique, and everyday life. Social Realism became marginalized during the Cold War. Ben Shahn, Jack Levine.
1940 – 1960 - Magic Realism   Emphasized realism of technique rather than subject matter. Used realism to make dreamlike scenes appear believable. Key Artists, Paul Cadmus, Jared French, George Tooker. 
1950 Subway by George Tooker
Realism never actually disappeared; it just went underground and got more interesting. By combining ancient technique with modern anxiety, these artists kept realism alive when the world wanted it dead.
The School of London
Group of painters, based mostly in London, who were interested in figurative painting.  Michael Andrews, Frank Auerbach, Francis Bacon, Anne Dunn, Lucian Freud, David Hockney, Howard Hodgkin, R. B. Kitaj and Leon Kossoff.
Other artists still successful during this time
Edward Hopper – most commercially successful realist during this time.
Andrew Wyeth - 1948 Christina’s World 
Lucian Freid – German born worked in London
Francis Bacon – One of the most successful during abstract’s dominance
Normal Rockwell – American 
Bernard Buffet
Balthus 
Alex Katz 
Later Artists emerging while abstraction was still dominant: 
1970’s Chuck Close and Richard Estes focused on technical skill
1980’s Expressive realist work by Odd Nerdrum
Contemporary Realism Foundations and Resurgence
1960s and 70s saw the beginning of Contemporary Realism. This term encompasses all post-1970 sculptors and painters whose discipline is representational art, where the object is to portray the "real" and not the "ideal".
1968 – Realism Now exhibit curated at Vassar College to showcase New Realism - Forty paintings were shown, including works by Philip Pearlstein, Jack Beal, Fairfield Porter, and Alex Katz. The exhibition also included the Photorealist works of Ralph Goings, Malcolm Morley, and Richard Estes. Photorealism had emerged as a practice of using traditional mediums like paint and drawing to emulate the look of a photograph. As a result, a kind of blurring occurred between the two movements. One of the best-known artists associated with Photorealism, Chuck Close, studied at Yale and became good friends with Pearlstein and Katz. However, Close did not study with them at the same time and has said, "I chafe under the term realist; the work is, I suppose, about reality, but it's also highly artificial. It's the artificiality which really interests me, the fact that it's this distribution of colored dirt on a flat surface."

1980 New York Academy of Art was opened by Jack Beal, Alfred Leslie, Rafael Soyer and Milet Andrejeciv and Stuart Pivar to teach traditional, figurative, and representational art which they thought was lacking at other institutions. 
1991 -  Florence Academy opened 
1990s and 2000’s – Revival of atelier style teaching studios
1999 - Art Renewal center established – educational organization, online museum dedicated to realist art. According to wiki – emphasis on 19th century salon painting. Bouguereau’s work is accessed twice as often as other artists. 
Bennet Prize administered by Pittsburgh Foundation
Since the 1970s, Contemporary Realism has become a broad term for artists using realist imagery with modern techniques. Its lasting impact was establishing realism as a credible, innovative practice within contemporary art rather than a historical throwback. Key figures such as Lois Dodd, Alex Katz, and Philip Pearlstein continued to shape the movement through their work and teaching.
Later artists expanded its influence in diverse directions. Rackstraw Downes gained recognition for landscapes shaped by human intervention, while Katz’s cool, stylized realism influenced younger painters like Elizabeth Peyton and Peter Doig. Pearlstein’s rigorous approach to observation left a lasting mark on generations of students.
Today, realism remains vital and varied, seen in the work of artists such as Amy Sherald, Dana Schutz, Jenny Saville, and John Currin, whose practices reflect Contemporary Realism’s enduring legacy while incorporating multiple influences.
Current new generation of successful contemporary realist painters, including Roberto Ferri, Nick Alm, Jeremy Lipking, Ali Cavanaugh and April Gornik, has further elevated the movement.
Definitions after the history lesson.
Without history, "Realism" just looks like "copying a photo." History explains the intent behind the style.
Realism without knowing it was a rebellion against Idealism (the fake perfection of the Academy) and later a rebellion against Abstraction (the rejection of the visual world).
Is realism about finding truth in the everyday world? 
Representational vs. Realism – you can be representational and not be realistic but you can’t be realistic and not representational. 
In modern usage, "Realism" implies a commitment to optical accuracy. It means you are trying to replicate how light and form actually look to the human eye. 
Classical Realism: This group, often found in Ateliers, wants to go back to the Academy style, They use the 19th-century training methods to paint beautiful.
Photorealism: Artists who try to replicate a photograph exactly, including the blur and the lens flare. They don't look at the world; they look at a printout.
Contemporary Realism - The Janet Fish camp: These artists use high technical skill to paint modern life from observation, but they aren't slaves to a photograph. They allow for loose brushwork as long as the light looks true.
Three definitions: 
Realism as technical skill
Realism as a philosophical question “what is real” 
Realism as a political movement in terms of societal value historical.  

Philosophy: 

To insist on careful observation today is to resist speed and distraction

“What is being ignored right now because it’s inconvenient, unfashionable, or uncomfortable?”
Historically:
· Giotto: human grief
· Courbet: peasants
· Ashcan: urban poverty
· Hopper: isolation
· Tooker: bureaucratic alienation
· Wyeth: private interior lives
· Contemporary realists: slowness, attention, presence


Contemporary realism has a focus on: 
· observation
· craft
· physical paint
· time

Is it countercultural?

In a world where meaning is increasingly abstracted, realism insists that meaning still has a body and still searches to find meaning visible, embodied, and patiently observed reality.

Realism is popular in a culture based on who is buying, Dutch republic, middle class buyers, 19th century France, salon and state commissions, prewar America, magazines, illustrations and regionalism. 

Countless realist artists now. 

What does realism mean now to you all? 

Who are you favorite contemporary painters now?

Antonio Lopez
Catherine Murphy
Bo Bartlett
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