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Abstract: The paper focuses the idea of realism by explaining the evident situation that 

the realist approach is the oldest of Western art practices, which – running in parallel to 

other currents – has extended into the second half of the twentieth century and even 

further. The discussion expands beyond literature to other arts. The starting point is the 

notion of literary realism after 1830 as used in literary history linked to the “great” 

novelistic tradition. In the twentieth century, the status of literary realism with its 

varieties of late and “neo-” realisms turns problematic. The reconsidered idea of realism 

unequivocally renounces links with the scholarly traditions explaining realism as 

“representation” or “reflection” etc. of the objective reality. The “debate on 

expressionism” in the 1930s and the avant-garde movements – in some of its tendencies – 

are an extension of the realist movement. The reconsidered view on realism is founded on 

the concept of the archive, increasing in importance on the theoretical level and in 

various poetics throughout the twentieth century. (However, Walter Benjamin's theory of 

allegory, though it could be considered a variant of the theory of archive, falls outside the 

limits of realism.) The paper argues for the discursive definition of realism, advanced by 

Hans Vilmar Geppert on the ground of Peirce's pragmaticism, avoiding the pitfalls of 

traditional approaches to realism. 
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1. The concept of “current relevance”: a methodological outline 
 
 The dissatisfaction with the fragmented image of the world 
complacently represented in the modernist and postmodernist art practices of 
the 20th century is the starting point of this quest for a definition of realism in 
literature. At the same time, an analysis of Dickens’ Hard Times (1854) using 
Bakhtinian methodology discloses an archive-like model of reality, which is 
composed of strictly isolated voices. The misunderstanding and communicative 
breakdown occur regularly throughout this novel on multiple levels: between 
characters and on the level of narrators (Vaupotič 2009, 175-185). The two 
initial insights lead to the question: is there something different in the 
Dickensian spatialized dispersion of discursive unities from the modernist 
fragmentary world view? The simple association of Dickens with modernist 
novel seems, however, unsatisfactory.  
 The troublesome intuition as a point of departure sets off an inquiry 
with the aim to construct a “currently relevant” poetics of realism: an 
explanation of procedures and conceptual frameworks that result in a 
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specifically realist conception of the world. The study progresses through three 
stages by juxtaposing pairs of three elements. The first stage is an introduction 
that examines the association between realism (the first element) and literature 
(the second element) in the literature from 1830 onward; this part scrutinizes – 
and rejects – the theoretical attempts that derive realism from “representation” 
or “reflection” of extra-literary sources.  
 The second stage of the research introduces the third element in an 
attempt to break with the standard literary research into realist works: the new 
media art is juxtaposed with the literary tradition and the point of intersection 
between the two is examined. The problem of new media literature discloses 
specific communication models that order the new-media textuality: the text as 
game and the concept of digital community are considered on the grounds of 
theory of cybertext by Espen J. Aarseth. For the main investigation into the 
problem of realist discourse the theoretical problems involved in the mechanical 
construction of texts are of crucial importance.1 A cybertext constructs the text, 
which is subsequently encountered by the reader and read, from pre-existent 
fragments, i.e. from an archive of (potentially multimedial) inscriptions.2 On the 
one hand, in the communication model of a realist novel some person, the 
author, writes about her or his perception of the world (other people, the 
contemporaries), and the reader is faced with a consummated utterance 
presented in the finished novel. In a cybernetic textual machine, on the other 
hand, the fragments are recombined into the text “by themselves” bypassing 
the author's control – the archive of documents automatically flows into a 
“trans-human” new media “utterance” (Vaupotič 2010, 321-331). Therefore in 
literary machines the human cognition is pushed to the margins of 
communication. From this point of view, i.e. as far as it follows a mechanical 
sign generation, the cybertext turns out to be a distorted image of literature as 
a mirror or a daguerreotype-like reflection. 
 The third and last section of the argument presents the junction of new 
media art communication models and realism. The treatise emphasizes the 
notion of archive on the level of theory and in various artistic poetics and 
practices. The key theoretical link is Lev Manovich’s definition of new media 

                                                 
1
 Erich Auerbach explicitly associates modern realism of Stendhal with globalization caused by 

new transportation and communication media: “[...] the progress then achieved in transportation 
and communication, together with the spread of elementary education [...], made it possible to 
mobilize the people far more rapidly and in a far more unified direction; everyone was reached by 
the same ideas and events far more quickly, more consciously, and more uniformly. For Europe 
there began that process of temporal concentration, both of historical events themselves and of 
everyone's knowledge of them, which has since made tremendous progress and which not only 
permits us to prophecy a unification of human life throughout the world but has in a certain sense 
already achieved it.” (Auerbach 459). 
2
 The second stage of the study in fact concludes with a discussion of categorical obstacles to 

computer-based simulation of language.  
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object, which “consists of one or more interfaces to a database of multimedia 
material” (Manovich 227). It seems that the practice of an author of a new 
media object is similar to the task of a realist author – both use a collection of 
(verbal) documents to construct new artistic artefacts that are supposed to 
introduce order into a mere archive of discontinuous elements. The new media 
objects are “collections of individual items, with every item possessing the same 
significance as any other”, says Manovich (218). For him, this is not an 
acceptable condition and emphatically calls the interactive narrative “a holy 
grail of new media”.3 It would appear that the aforementioned novel Hard 
Times is such a narrative, which can be analytically decomposed into an archive 
of equal elements, but at the same time the novel presents the reader with an 
overall air of coherence. The modernist author's effort to construct a 
polyperspectivist and heterogeneous image of reality thereby becomes a 
tautology in the face of an inherently chaotic “output” generated by 
algorithmically accelerated “poetry machines” (Link 2007). The solution for a 
“currently relevant” poetics of realism is finally found in Hans Vilmar Geppert's 
application of Peircean pragmaticism to realist novels of the 19th century.  
 
2. Theory of Reflection and the “Expressionismusdebatte” in the Late 1930s 
 
 Some parts from this three-stage reconstruction of the realist discourse 
shall be highlighted. The disease with the fragmentary representation of reality 
is explicitly formulated by György Lukács in his famous essay Es geht um den 
Realismus (The Realism in the Balance, 1938), which is, on a declarative level, a 
program of realism building on the Marxist notion of reflection. On the 
epistemological level, i.e. an author's relation to the world, Lukács strongly 
rejects any modernist perception of fragmentariness. He evokes Marx, who 
states: “The relations of production in every society form a whole” (Aesthetics 
and Politics 31-32). The totality intensifies with time; Lukács continues: 
 

the ‘totality’ becomes ever more closely-knit and substantial. After all, 
according to Marx, the decisive progressive role of the bourgeoisie in 

                                                 
3
 See “Pause & Effect.” In The Language of New Media Manovich also proposes the conception of 

synthetic “realism [which] is qualitatively different from the realism of optically based image 
technologies (photography, film), for the simulated reality is not indexically related to the existing 
world” (168). The idea of “synthetic realism” is tailored to new media, but it is at the same time a 
symptom of a global turn from modernism and avant-garde discourses to realist traditions. 
“Redefining the very concepts of representation, illusion and simulation, new media challenges us 
to understand in new ways how visual realism functions” (179). And: “Just as classical ideology, 
classical realism demanded that the subject completely accepted the illusion for as long as it 
lasted. In contrast, the new meta-realism is based on oscillation between illusion and its 
destruction” (188). 
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history is to develop the world market, thanks to which the economy of 
the whole world becomes an objectively unified totality. 

 
The totality appears in two ways:  
 

Primitive economies create the superficial appearance of great unity; 
primitive-communist villages or towns in the early Middle Ages are 
obvious examples. But in such a ‘unity’ the economic unit is linked to its 
environment, and to human society as a whole, only by a very few 
threads. Under capitalism, on the other hand, the different strands of 
the economy achieve a quite unprecedented autonomy, as we can see 
from examples of trade and money – autonomy so extensive that 
financial crisis can arise directly from the circulation of money. As a 
result of the objective structure of this economic system, the surface of 
capitalism appears to ‘disintegrate’ into a series of elements all driven 
towards independence. 

 
The unity underlying the network of capitalism paradoxically becomes visible in 
the times of crisis.   
 

The underlying unity, the totality, all of whose parts are objectively 
interrelated, manifests itself most strikingly in the fact of crisis. Marx 
gives the following analysis of the process in which the constituent 
elements necessarily achieve independence: ‘Since they do in fact 
belong together, the process by means of which the contemporary parts 
become independent must inevitably appear violent and destructive. 
The phenomenon in which their unity, the unity of discrete objects, 
makes itself felt, is the phenomenon of crisis. The independence 
assumed by processes which belong together and complement each 
other is violently destroyed. The crisis thus makes manifest the unity of 
processes which have become individually independent. 

 
 The false autonomy of social subsystems is unmasked in the condition 
of crisis, which disrupts the “so-called normal manner” of capitalist system.  
   

Applied to our present argument this means that in periods when 
capitalism functions in a so-called normal manner and its various 
processes appear autonomous, people living within capitalist society 
think and experience it as unitary, whereas in periods of crisis, when the 
autonomous elements are drawn together into unity, they experience it 
as disintegration. With the general crisis of the capitalist system, the 
experience of disintegration becomes firmly entrenched over long 
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periods of time in broad sectors of population which normally 
experience the various manifestations of capitalism in a very immediate 
way. 

 
 These insights are tied to Lukács’s critical notion of “reification”, which 
is, in an oversimplified explanation, the assumption of phenomena without 
considering their contexts. Lukács criticises Ernst Bloch, and “expressionists'” 
and modernists' standpoint in general, that they disregard the fact of an 
underlying totality, which is the force stemming from a violent disruption of 
existing social institutions and orders of behaviour. He, as it is well known, 
attacks them of being ethically questionable etc. It is worth noting that Adorno’s 
critical response to Lukács4 nevertheless explicates a proto-Foucauldian element 
of the “rarity of discourse”5 in Lukács’s appeal to maintain the attention on the 
discursive surface of scattered documents to identify the power-relations 
inherent in discursive practices: Lukács clearly distinguishes between an 
“abstract” and a “real possibility” (Aesthetics and Politics 157).  
 What becomes clear is that Lukács identifies a necessity of totalization 
stemming from the crisis itself, as seen from the Marxist point of view. The crisis 
should not be “represented”, it must be transformed through (Lukács’s version 
of) socialist realism into typical and evoke the so-called element of 
“partisanship”. What needs to be added here is the fact that Lukács's thoughts 
on the relationship author – work, the question of artistic poetics, remain 
utterly problematic. Lukács's contribution to this approach is limited to his point 
of contact with the theory of discourse on the epistemological level. However, 
other participants in the “debate on expressionism” – Brecht, Adorno, though 
Walter Benjamin is a possible exception – also do not provide a valid poetics of 
realism, neither a currently relevant poetics of any kind. 
 
3. The Problem of the Sign – Hans Vilmar Geppert’s Peircean Theory of Realism 
 
 The linking of the realism’s dilemma with the issues of algorithmic 
textual conglomerates points to an interesting poetological problem. It seems 
that if algorithms randomly – or incomprehensibly – produce phenomena, 
which can be identified as signs for humans to interpret, then these entities 
might not actually be signs, but mere “insignificant” materialities. The second 
stage of this inquiry, which emphasizes the problem of meaningful 
reconstruction of artistic artefacts building on an archive of problematic signs 

                                                 
4
 In Erpreßte Versöhnung. Zu Georg Lukács: Wider den mißverstandenen Realismus (Reconciliation 

under Duress, 1958, in Aesthetics and Politics).  
5
 The idea is systematically presented in Foucault’s monograph L'Archéologie du savoir (The 

Archaeology of Knowledge, 1969). 
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(Lukács’s discontinuous “real” and non-abstract possibilities), points to the need 
for an artistic poetics that could shed light on the issue of literary realism. This is 
the task of the third stage of this study. 
 It is obviously is not the case that the signs without being tied to an 
arbitrary code (such as Saussurean signs) – or if this code is obviously 
destructive in nature - are meaningless. An example is scientific research, which 
supplies meaning to natural phenomena by definition. Therefore an alternative 
conception of a sign is needed, which is provided by the tradition of semiotics 
founded by Charles S. Peirce. For Peirce a sign is what is interpreted as a sign.6 
E.g. a typical indexical sign would be smoke that stands for fire. The link 
between the sign and the object is not a convention but a consequence of an 
existential fact, which is affirmed in the interpretation. Peircean sign is a 
genuine triadic relation of a representamen, i.e. a sign, an object and, most 
importantly, an interpretant – an irreducible unit consisting of a new sign 
interpreting the original sign. Peirce as a practicing chemist and geodesist – a 
“hard” scientist by occupation – proposes a semiotic theory suitable for 
research into natural phenomena. The signs may be produced in any way 
imaginable, also by some computer (mal)function. 
 
3.1 Pragmaticism, semiotics, and the theory of scientific inquiry 
 
 In Peirce’s late period after 1902 and as part of the third and “Final 
Account” of signs (1906-10) semiotics is linked to his theory of inquiry and to 
pragmaticism (Atkin). The semiotic becomes closely connected with 
 

the standard idea of scientific method as being the method of 
constructing hypotheses, deriving consequences from these hypotheses, 
and then experimentally testing these hypotheses (guided always by the 
economics of research). [...] Peirce increasingly came to understand his 
three types of logical inference as being phases or stages of the scientific 

                                                 
6
 “A sign, or representamen, is something which stands to somebody for something in- some 

respect or capacity. It addresses somebody, that is, creates in the mind of that person an 
equivalent sign, or perhaps a more developed sign. That sign which it creates I call the 
interpretant of the first sign. The sign stands for something, its object. It stands for that object, not 
in all respects, but in reference to a sort of idea, which I have sometimes called the ground of the 
representamen. 'Idea' is here to be understood in a sort of Platonic sense, very familiar in 
everyday talk; I mean in that sense in which we say that one man catches another man's idea, in 
which we say that when a man recalls what he was thinking of at some previous time, he recalls 
the same idea, and in which when a man continues to think anything, say for a tenth of a second, 
in so far as the thought continues to agree with itself during that time, that is to have a like 
content, it is the same idea, and is not at each instant of the interval a new idea.” (A Fragment, CP 
2.228, c. 1897). See Geppert 1994, 40, 80; Bergman & Paavola 
www.commens.org/dictionary/term/sign. 
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method. For example, as Peirce came to extend and generalize his 
notion of abduction, abduction became defined as inference to and 
provisional acceptance of an explanatory hypothesis for the purpose of 
testing it. Abduction is [...] inference to some explanation or at least to 
something that clarifies or makes routine some information that has 
previously been “surprising,” [...] given our then-current state of 
knowledge. Deduction came to mean [...] the drawing of conclusions as 
to what observable phenomena should be expected if the hypothesis is 
correct. Induction came for him to mean the entire process of 
experimentation and interpretation performed in the service of 
hypothesis testing. (Burch) 

 
The “surprising” phenomenon is the starting point of every scientific inquiry 
triggering “abductive” reasoning that proposes a hypothesis, which is followed 
by deduction and, finally, the most physically demanding and costly part of 
research, the testing (Peirce's induction). Peirce in fact equates abduction with 
pragmaticism as such and with economics of inquiry – since, if a hypothesis 
cannot be tested, no knowledge is ever gained, which, from pragmaticistic point 
of view, logically invalidates the hypothesis (Bergman & Paavola 
www.commens.org/dictionary/term/abduction). The Peircean model of sign is 
obviously more apt for explaining the different semiotic and possibly pre-
semiotic domains, as far as they are relevant to any actions by humans. 
 
3.2 Peirce’s pragmaticist theory of signs as a poetological model 
 
 Is it possible to apply Peirce’s semiotics to art practice? The following 
explicates a structural compatibility between Peirce’s pragmaticist semiotics and 
the (implicit) poetics of literary realism of the 19th century. The link with the 
scientific theory of inquiry consequently points to a possible answer to the 
dilemma of the significance of signs that do not depend on a pre-existing code. 
The non-human (proto)signs – natural and those produced by apparatuses – are 
therefore (potentially) reintroduced into the culture, the “catalyst” being the 
great novelistic tradition.   
 The German comparatist Hans Vilmar Geppert has successfully 
demonstated a theoretical alignment of Peirce's pragmaticism and the literary 
realism of the 19th century7 in his monograph Der realistische Weg (The Realist 
Way, 1994). It is worth noting that both phenomena are historically 
simultaneous. However, there are two challenges involved in such a project, 

                                                 
7
 Geppert’s concept of literary realism excludes naturalism. 
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should it attempt to present a generally valid “logica utens”8 within the domain 
of the semiotic. On the one hand, the deconstructive approaches need to be 
accounted for, since they have introduced skepticism towards all conceptions of 
“reality” throughout the humanities. The other challenge is finding a way to 
account for what is generally thought of as the “realist” mode of writing, which 
includes verisimilitude etc. 
 
3.3 “The realist semiotics” 
 
    The Peircean answer to the challenges of deconstruction is its selective 
“inclusion” into the whole of the pragmaticist theory of the sign. Geppert 
proposes an analogy between the infinite semiosis9 and the notion of 
“différance”, but 
 

for Peirce to expel the truth categorically in the “absence” would be a 
meaningless idea, even if it is never immediately “present”, in particular 
not in any system (an additional similarity), nevertheless it cannot be 
grasped in any other way than through language and signs.10  

 
Pragmaticism is a kind of semiotics, which gains relevance only when the normal 
signs fail, when – as in sciences – a “surprising” phenomenon is encountered 
and it demands explanation, or, in the case of literary realism, when people are 
faced with an imminent crisis of signs, i.e. when signs clash with reality. 
Deconstructive answer is meaningless, since it merely affirms the status quo of 
the crisis. For Peirce the meaning of a sign is a human habit (grounded in 
community and intended for duration). If a new and at least potentially 
generally valid relationship towards reality is needed, than it has to be somehow 
reconstructed, even while facing Walter Benjamin’s Angel of history’s rubble-
heap. The famous “principle of Peirce”11 states the following: “Consider what 
effects, that might conceivably have practical bearings, we conceive the object 
of our conception to have. Then, our conception of these effects is the whole of 

                                                 
8
 The “logic in possession” as opposed to logica docens, which is learned by study (Bergman & 

Paavola www.commens.org/dictionary/term/logica-utens.    
9
  It is a problematic concept, which has – in strict “infinite” version – later shifted away from the 

centre of Peirce’s system (Atkin).  
10

 „Sofern jedes Interpretans auf 'some other possible sign of experience‘ ([Collected Papers of 
CSP] 5.505) verweist, hat Peirce entscheidende Momente einer 'dekonstruktiven' Überwindung 
des Strukturalismus vorweggenommen; [...] Derridas Begriff der 'differance' (sic!) kommt einer 
bestimmten Form der unendlicher Semiose in der Tat sehr nahe. Aber für Peirce wäre es ein 
sinnloser Gedanke, Wahrheit prinzipiell in die 'absence' zu verweisen; auch wenn sie nie direkt 
'präsent' ist, schon gar nicht in irgendeinem System (eine weitere Gemeinsamkeit), kann sie doch 
nicht anders als sprachlich-zeichenhaft gefaßt werden.“ (Geppert 1994, 79). 
11

 As called by the author of the word “pragmatism” William James (Hookway). 
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our conception of the object” (Peirce). The meaning of a surprising fragment is 
its interpretant (conceivable practical effects), which is imminently needed in a 
given situation. 
 For Geppert, literary realism is the art of interpretant (Geppert 1994, 
54, 152) stemming from an immediate experience of semiotic – and existential – 
crisis. The Peirce’s six-level sign model – representamen, immediate 
interpretant, immediate object, dynamic object, dynamic interpretant, final 
interpretant – translates to realist discourse as follows. The “realist way” starts 
from the immediate interpretant as the first interpretation of the 
representamen evoking contemporaneous social conventions in a dysfunctional 
state, which produces the immediate object, “the motivated illusions,”12 such as 
Emma Bovary’s self-destructive expectations about the world. It is this medially-
induced “inter-reality,” which clashes violently with the given conditions, the 
dynamic object. The crisis is “amplified” in the reproduction and condensation 
of available cultural codes and their effects in – and on – the heroine’s illusions. 
The dynamic interpretant13 is the narrative arch of the realist novel. It consists 
of a multiplicity of immediate interpretants with their immediate objects in 
experimental recombinations. It is in the recombinant constellations of the 
dysfunctional cultural codes that the realist verisimilitude is grounded – realism 
does not reproduce reality but the discontinuous archive of cultural codes (e.g. 
as construed by Foucaultian archaeology). The final interpretant is the method 
itself, the realism as a dynamic and continuous way, which stands in stark 
opposition to a static spatial constellation.  
 The Peirce’s further semiotic differentiations facilitate an even more 
detailed explication of the realist discourse, which additionally substantiates the 
analogy between realism and pragmaticism. On the level of the representamen 
– the different ways of perceiving the sign – the realism is constitutively liked 
with sinsigns (tokens), singular and uniquely concrete phenomena that demand 
interpretation. In fact, since Peirce is aware of the ubiquity of the semiotic – he 
accepts Kantian “transcendental unity of aperception” (transzendentale Einheit 
der Apperzeption) (Geppert 1994, 40, 11), which covers the domain of the 
semiotic – the genuine non-encoded phenomena that a human might need to 
interpret are very rare; rather, the singular signs are utterances of legisigns 
(types), signs that depend on codes. The realism characteristically “exploits” and 
“uses-up” (verbrauchen) the existing codes. Realism cannot be coded, since it 

                                                 
12

 According to Geppert Roland Barthes's “éffet du réel” reduces the whole of the realist discourse 
to a single constituent part. “Dieser Effekt entsteht aber nur dann, wenn man eben einen einzigen 
singular denominativen […] Objektbezug der Erzählzeichen […] isoliert. Andere Funktionen, z.B die 
historischen Konkretisationen, aber auch Funktionen der Reflexion, Kritik, Progression, das 
'Verbrauchen' der Codes usw. heben ihn auf.” (Geppert 1994, 129). 
13

 Geppert calls it “actual interpretant” to make the distinction from the dynamic object in the 
text more clear. 
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doesn’t produce new legisigns (as literary symbolisms do): the legisign in 
potentia is an ordered archive of sinsigns that resists homogenisation. Geppert 
uses the term “retro-semiosis” to foreground the non-unified regularity of the 
archive of cultural codes reproduced in literature. 
 The indices, in the relation between the sign and the object they are 
determined by an existential link between them, are typical of realist discourse. 
An index is not based on any features of the representamen, such as in the case 
of an icon that resembles the object. It is different from a symbol that depends 
on decoding through the interpretant. An index needs to be surprising in order 
to be distinct from the insignificant reality that surrounds it. The symbols – the 
code-based conceptions of objects – “degenerate” into icons, the images of an 
imminent crisis. The only way to interpret a malfunction of the system-based 
orders of objects is by taking it as an iconic sign of the malfunction as such. The 
reality in realism is not taken for granted, it is a manifestation of unacceptable 
interpretations that demand a correction. The indices take the role of “attention 
vectors” through the crisis ridden iconic dispersion of the archive of symbols. 
They provide a way out. The “metonymisation of metaphor” and the “realist 
media” are typical realist phenomena: e.g. the money ceases to be part of the 
symbolic order and begins to signify a unique and concrete situation. What is 
realistic is the flow of reality through time, not its reflection (the icon of crisis). 
The realist symbol does not exist, only the symbol in potentia as a 
pluridirectional index is possible. The order within the network of indices is 
iconic, and it is additionally shifted to a meta-poetic level: Geppert refers to a 
“metapoetic allegory,”14 of which the most prominent example is the image of 
the (realist) “way.” 
 For Geppert, realism is the art of the interpretant, which is why the 

relationship of the realist sign to the, as Peirce calls it, “the [Final/Immediate]15 
Interpretant” is never guaranteed or given. Realism consists of propositions that 
can be affirmed or denied. The realist media are claims about what really exists 
and possesses an immediate relevance. Dicent signs are parts of a continuous 
chain of inferences. The realist argument, i.e. a sign from the point of view of 
correct or incorrect reasoning, is the “incomplete induction,” the progressive 
testing of hypotheses from Peirce’s theory of inquiry. The “late realism” 
regularly sways into aporias, the no-way-out situations (Ausweglosigkeit), 
however without breaking out into other modes of signification. 

                                                 
14

 In his Abschiedsvorlesung “Prodigium” und Chaos der “Zeichen in der Welt”. Wilhelm Raabe und 
die Postmoderne Geppert points to a possibility of a postmodernist-like features of allegoric 
imagination (which he construes in the sense of early Walter Benjamin) on the poetic level itself, 
e.g. in Raabe's novels. 
15

 It is used as if – i.e. hypothetically – it were the immediate interpretant, even though it is 
located in the distant future as a sort of a Hegelian Aufhebung of the totality of semiosis. 



Journal of Language and Literary Studies    121 

 
3.4 “Das pragmatische Erzählen” and the Late Realism 
 
    A demonstration of Geppert’s Pearcean interpretation of realist novels 
exceeds the limits of this paper. The “pragmatic narrative” touches upon all 
aspects of a realist work: Geppert even demonstrates regular semiotic 
movement in the titles of the works themselves, e.g. the dynamic continuous 
movement of meaning encoded in the ordered pair of the red and the black 
colour in the title of Stendhal’s novel. Some sort of reverse approach is to focus 
on the “late realism,” which is situated on the margins of realist discourse 
domain. It is possible to show that Dickens' novel Hard Times is an archive of 
voices. Geppert himself identifies a communicative discontinuity in the 
relationship work – reader in Dickens' Our Mutual Friend (1864-65), where for 
almost one half of the novel the reader possesses two few clues to understand 
the reality behind the characters’ pretences (Geppert 1994, 463). Each of the 
voices in late realist narrative is autonomous, placed next to all others equal in 
value, and irreducible to any unified system-based order, such as is attempted 
in the scheme of Zola’s naturalism. The novel becomes a space of dispersion 
that resists unification and even movement. This apparently counters the 
Geppert’s thesis that the spatial dispersion, which is a sign of crisis, regularly 
turns into a pragmatistic continuous progression, akin to the scientific inquiry. 
Thus, Geppert’s model is ambiguous when faced with the task of presenting an 
answer possessing “current relevance.” The novel is a continuous path from one 
crisis to another, all born from a retro-semiotic constellation of dysfunctional 
codes. The meaning is produced through allegory, as construed by Walter 
Benjamin, who once enigmatically explains it thus: 
 

Just as a mother is seen to begin to live in the fullness of her power only 
when the circle of her children, inspired by the feeling of her proximity, 
closes around her, so do ideas come to life only when extremes are 
assembled around them. Ideas – or, to use Goethe’s term, ideals – are 
the Faustian “Mothers”. (Benjamin 2009, 35). 

 
 It appears that a novel such as Hard Times is at the same time a 
spatialized archive and a linear narrative – linear progression is somehow forced 
upon the archive of voices, but it is nevertheless brimming with dynamic forces 
(denounced by Adorno as “magic”)16 demanding concrete although pragmatic 
answer. 

                                                 
16

 "the theological motif of calling things by their names tends to turn into wide-eyed presentation 
of mere facts. If one wished to put it very drastically, one could say that your study is located at 
the crossroads of magic and positivism. A letter from Adorno to Benjamin from 10 November 
1938” (Aesthetics and Politics, 129, 136). 
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AKTUELNA RELEVANTNOST REALISTIČKOG DISKURSA 

 
 Ovaj rad se fokusira na ideju realizma objašnjavajući očiglednu situaciju 
da je realistički pristup najstariji u zapadnjačkoj umjetničkoj praksi koji se – 
paralelno sa drugim strujama – rasprostranio u drugoj polovini dvadesetog 
vijeka, pa i kasnije. Rasprava se proširuje izvan književnosti ka drugim 
umjetnostima. Početna tačka je pojam književnog realizma nakon 1830. koji je u 
književnim istorijama povezivan sa „velikom“ romanesknom tradicijom. U 
dvadesetom vijeku, status književnog realizma sa svim njegovim kasnijim 
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varijantama i „neo“-realizmima ispostavlja se kao problematičan. Ponovo 
razmotrena ideja realizma nedvosmisleno poriče veze sa naučnom tradicijom 
objašnjavajući realizam kao „sliku“ ili „odraz“ itd. objektivne stvarnosti. „Debata 
o ekspresionizmu“ tokom 1930-tih i avangardni pokret – u nekim od svojih 
tendencija – jesu produženje realističkog pokreta. Ponovo razmotren pogled na 
realizam je zasnovan na konceptu arhiva, dobijajući na značaju na teorijskom 
nivou i u različitim poetikama dvadesetog vijeka.  (U svakom slučaju, teorija o 
alegoriji Valtera Benjamina, iako bi mogla biti smatrana varijantom teorije 
arhiva, pada izvan granica realizma.) Rad navodi razloge za diskurzivnu definiciju 
realizma, koju je unaprijedio Hans Vilmar Geppert na temelju Pirsovog 
pragmatizma, izbjegavajući zamke tradicionalnog pristupa realizmu. 
 
 Ključne riječi: realizam, realistički diskurs, Hans Vilmar Gepert, Čarls 
Sanders Pirs. 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


