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In his book, Crumbling Idols (1894) in an essay "On Veritism," Hamlin Garland praised the West
as the source for distinctly American literature. Although doubtless inspired to some extent by
Frederick Jackson Turner’s "Frontier Thesis" or Ralph Waldo Emerson’s call for an American
poet, Garland’s statement points up the importance of the Western lands as an inspiration for
American writers to forge a new kind of literature: ‘

For twenty years an infinite drama has been going on in those wide spaces of the
West -- a drama that is as thrilling, as full of heart and hope and battle, as any
that ever surrounded any man; a life that was unlike any ever seen on earth, and
which should have produced its characteristic literature, its native art chronicle . ..
It is only to the superficial observer that this country seems colorless and dull; to
the veritist it is full of burning interest, greatest possibilities. (144-145)

Two things should be noticed in Garland’s essay: his interest in the West and the concept which
he calls "veritism," which the modern reader would be more likely to recognize as realism.
Garland suggests that the history of the West and the development of realism are linked, a thesis
that has particular relevance for the Western Reserve. For it was William Dean Howells, Ohio
native and resident of the Reserve, who was the most influential and persistent advocate of
literary realism in America in the second half of the nineteenth century. His own works, as well
as his advocacy of other American realists writers, were important in creating American realism.

There is much in Howells’ biography as well as in his literary output that indicates an early
allegiance to close observation of real life. His father was a newspaper editor, and when the
Howells’ family moved to Ashtabula and then to Jefferson in the 1830’s, the young William Dean
Howells was quick to note the differences from southwestern Ohio where he had spent his
childhood. He was impressed in Jefferson by the level of education, as well as the unique
mixture of people that differed so from his early home. In Years of My Youth (1916), he
describes the family’s first impressions of northeastern Ohio: : '

Our county was the most characteristic of that remarkable group of counties in
northern Ohio called the Western Reserve, and forty years ago the population was
almost purely New England in origin, either by direct settlement from Connecticut,
or indirectly after the sojourn of a generation in New York State. We were
ourselves from southern Ohio, where the life was then strongly tinged by the
adjoining life of Kentucky and Virginia, and we found these transplanted Yankees
cold and blunt in their manners; but we did not undervalue their virtues. They
were very radical in every way, and hospitable to novelty of all kinds. I imagine
that they tested more new religions and new patents than have ever been heard of
in less inquiring communities. (88)

The Howells family--particularly William’s father who had been a radical and a utopian
himself--were struck also by the intellectual tone that was so integral a part of life in a small,
western village. They observed that orthodox religious groups were foundering on the Reserve;
the Congregationalists in Jefferson no longer held regular services, but

if our villagers were not religious, they were in a degree which I still think
extraordinary, literary. OIld and young they read and talked about books, and
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