About the literary movements 

http://public.wsu.edu/~campbelld/amlit/realism.htm
Realism / Naturalism in American literature
Definitions: "the faithful representation of reality" or "verisimilitude," realism is a literary technique practiced by many schools of writing. Although strictly speaking, realism is a technique, it also denotes a particular kind of subject matter, especially the representation of middle-class life. Realism is espousing a deterministic philosophy whereas focusing on the lower classes is considered naturalism. 

In American literature, the term "realism" encompasses the period of time from the Civil War to the turn of the century during which William Dean Howells, Rebecca Harding Davis, Henry James, Mark Twain, and others wrote fiction devoted to accurate representation and an exploration of American lives in various contexts. As the United States grew rapidly after the Civil War, the increasing rates of democracy and literacy, the rapid growth in industrialism and urbanization, an expanding population base due to immigration, and a relative rise in middle-class affluence provided a fertile literary environment for readers interested in understanding these rapid shifts in culture. A basic difference between realism and sentimentalism is that in realism, "the redemption of the individual lay within the social world," but in sentimental fiction, "the redemption of the social world lay with the individual"

Characteristics (from Richard Chase, The American Novel and Its Tradition) 

  Renders reality closely and in comprehensive detail. Selective presentation of reality with an emphasis on verisimilitude, even at the expense of a well-made plot 

  Character is more important than action and plot; complex ethical choices are often the subject. 

  Characters appear in their real complexity of temperament and motive; they are in explicable relation to nature, to each other, to their social class, to their own past. 

  Class is important; the novel has traditionally served the interests and aspirations of an insurgent middle class. 
  Events will usually be plausible. Realistic novels avoid the sensational, dramatic elements of naturalistic novels and romances. 

  Diction is natural vernacular, not heightened or poetic; tone may be comic, satiric, or matter-of-fact. 

  Objectivity in presentation becomes increasingly important: overt authorial comments or intrusions diminish as the century progresses. 

  Interior or psychological realism is a variant form. 

.
http://www.poets.org/viewmedia.php/prmMID/5664
Modernism in Europe 

The English novelist Virginia Woolf declared that human nature underwent a fundamental change "on or about December 1910." The statement testifies to the modern writer's fervent desire to break with the past, rejecting literary traditions that seemed outmoded and diction that seemed too genteel to suit an era of technological breakthroughs and global violence. 

"On or about 1910," just as the automobile and airplane were beginning to accelerate the pace of human life, and Einstein's ideas were transforming our perception of the universe, there was an explosion of innovation and creative energy that shook every field of artistic endeavour. Artists from all over the world converged on London, Paris, and other great cities of Europe to join in the ferment of new ideas and movements: Cubism, Constructivism, Futurism, Acmeism, and Imagism were among the most influential banners under which the new artists grouped themselves. It was an era when major artists were fundamentally questioning and reinventing their art forms: Matisse and Picasso in painting, James Joyce and Gertrude Stein in literature, Isadora Duncan in dance, Igor Stravinsky in music, and Frank Lloyd Wright in architecture. 

The excitement, however, came to a terrible climax in 1914 with the start of the First World War, which wiped out a generation of young men in Europe, catapulted Russia into a catastrophic revolution, and sowed the seeds for even worse conflagrations in the decades to follow. By the war's end in 1918, the centuries-old European domination of the world had ended and the "American Century" had begun. For artists and many others in Europe, it was a time of profound disillusion with the values on which a whole civilization had been founded. But it was also a time when the avant-garde experiments that had preceded the war would, like the technological wonders of the airplane and the atom, inexorably establish a new dispensation, which we call modernism. 

http://www.ibiblio.org/wm/paint/glo/romanticism/
Artistic and intellectual movement that originated in the late 18th century and stressed strong emotion, imagination, freedom from classical correctness in art forms, and rebellion against social conventions. 
Romanticism, attitude or intellectual orientation that characterized many works of literature, painting, music, architecture, criticism, and historiography in Western civilization over a period from the late 18th to the mid-19th century. Romanticism can be seen as a rejection of the precepts of order, calm, harmony, balance, idealization, and rationality that typified Classicism in general and late 18th-century Neoclassicism in particular. It was also to some extent a reaction against the Enlightenment and against 18th-century rationalism and physical materialism in general. Romanticism emphasized the individual, the subjective, the irrational, the imaginative, the personal, the spontaneous, the emotional, the visionary, and the transcendental. 

Among the characteristic attitudes of Romanticism were the following: a deepened appreciation of the beauties of nature; a general exaltation of emotion over reason and of the senses over intellect; a turning in upon the self and a heightened examination of human personality and its moods and mental potentialities; a preoccupation with the genius, the hero, and the exceptional figure in general, and a focus on his passions and inner struggles; a new view of the artist as a supremely individual creator, whose creative spirit is more important than strict adherence to formal rules and traditional procedures; an emphasis upon imagination as a gateway to transcendent experience and spiritual truth; an obsessive interest in folk culture, national and ethnic cultural origins, and the medieval era; and a predilection for the exotic, the remote, the mysterious, the weird, the occult, the monstrous, the diseased, and even the satanic. 

http://www.montgomerycollege.edu/Departments/hpolscrv/jbolhofer.html
During the 1920's a group of writers known as "The Lost Generation" gained popularity. The term "the lost generation" was coined by Gertrude Stein who is rumored to have heard her auto-mechanic while in France to have said that his young workers were, "une generation perdue". This refered to the young workers' poor auto-mechanic repair skills. Gertrude Stein would take this phrase and use it to describe the people of the 1920's who rejected American post World War I values. The three best known writers among The Lost Generation are F. Scott Fitzgerald, Ernest Hemingway and John Dos Passos. Others among the list are: Sherwood Anderson, Kay Boyle, Hart Crane, Ford Maddox Ford and Zelda Fitzgerald. Ernest Hemingway, perhaps the leading literary figure of the decade, would take Stein's phrase, and use it as an epigraph for his first novel, The Sun Also Rises. Because of this novel's popularity, the term, "The Lost Generation" is the enduring term that has stayed associated with writers of the 1920's.
The "Lost Generation" defines a sense of moral loss or aimlessness apparent in literary figures during the 1920s. World War I seemed to have destroyed the idea that if you acted virtuously, good things would happen. Many good, young men went to war and died, or returned home either physically or mentally wounded (for most, both), and their faith in the moral guideposts that had earlier given them hope, were no longer valid...they were "Lost."

These literary figures also criticized American culture in creative fictional stories which had the themes of self-exile, indulgence (care-free living) and spiritual alienation. For example, Fitzgerald's This Side of Paradise shows the young generation of the 1920's masking their general depression behind the forced exuberance of the Jazz Age. Another of Fitzgerald's novels, The Great Gatsby does the same where the illusion of happiness hides a sad loneliness for the main characters. Hemingway's novels pioneered a new style of writing which many generations after tried to imitate. Hemingway did away with the florid prose of the 19th century Victorian era and replaced it with a lean, clear prose based on action. H also employed a technique by which he left out essential information of the story in the belief that omission can sometimes strengthen the plot of the novel. The novels produced by the writers of the Lost Generation give insight to the lifestyles that people lead during the 1920's in America, and the literary works of these writers were innovative for their time and have influenced many future generations in their styles of writing.
http://www.larousse.fr/encyclopedie/divers/Beat_generation/107994
Beat generation
Mouvement littéraire et culturel américain qui a regroupé durant les années 1950-1960 des jeunes, des écrivains (A. Ginsberg, J. Kerouac [Sur la route, 1957], W. Burroughs), des artistes peintres de l'Action Painting et un poète-éditeur (L. Ferlinghetti).

Le sens du mot beat est incertain : il peut signifier « battu », « vaincu » ou « battement » (par allusion au jazz), ou encore exprimer la « béatitude ». On retrouve cette racine dans beatnik (nik, gars) ; beat peut s'employer seul comme adjectif. Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginsberg, Gregory Corso, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, jeunes écrivains groupés à San Francisco en 1950, se baptisèrent eux-mêmes la Beat generation, la génération vaincue, la génération du tempo.
   Pour comprendre ce mouvement et sa place dans l'avant-garde, il convient de rattacher sa révolte à une tradition libertaire et individualiste qui remonte au XIXe siècle américain, lorsque l'injustice de certaines lois, en contradiction avec l'idéal démocratique américain, suscita les violentes critiques de Henry Thoreau. Cet écrivain, qui appelait à la « désobéissance civile » et qui condamnait le code matérialiste d'un pays dont, par ailleurs, il chantait la grandeur, a été reconnu par les beatniks comme un précurseur. L'Europe joue également un rôle majeur dans la genèse de ce mouvement. La « beat generation » lit avec ferveur William Blake, Artaud, Michaux, tandis qu'Aldous Huxley, qui séjournait alors sur la côte Ouest, lui fait découvrir la pensée orientale et l'usage systématique et « métaphysique » des hallucinogènes. Les beatniks admirent l'écrivain W. Burroughs, révolté et drogué, et Henry Miller, qui raille le « cauchemar climatisé » des États-Unis.
   Cette double influence, européenne et américaine, explique l'ambivalence des rapports de la Beat generation avec son pays. D'une part, elle cherche à redécouvrir l'immense territoire américain, tel qu'il s'est offert aux premiers colons, à retourner aux sources de la liberté :
« Et j'attends que quelqu'un
découvre vraiment l'Amérique
et pleure…
et j'attends
que l'Aigle américain
déploie vraiment ses ailes
et se dresse et s'envole… » écrit Ferlinghetti.
À bord d'une vieille voiture, souvent abandonnée à la fin du périple, ou en auto-stop, les poètes beat sillonnent les États, campant à l'écart des routes, couchant à la belle étoile. Jack Kerouac s'est fait le chantre de cette libre errance (Sur la route, 1957). D'autre part, cet amour du territoire américain s'accompagne de mépris pour le peuple qui a oublié sa liberté première, sacrifiée à l'argent et au confort. Le beatnik s'identifie parfois aux indigènes, et même à la faune, décimés par les colons :
« Je serai moi-même
Libre, un génie embarrassant
Comme l'Indien, le bison… » (Corso.) 
   Chez Allen Ginsberg, la critique se fait virulente. Dans son poème Howl (1955), lu d'abord en public, il attaque avec une violence forcenée les institutions et le conformisme américains.

ependant, la Beat generation ne s'est pas engagée politiquement. Son refus du mode de vie américain se manifeste par l'adoption d'un spiritualisme naïvement inspiré du bouddhisme. Le beatnik veut être, en même temps qu'un vagabond fuyant son état civil, « un futur Bouddha (Instrument du réveil) et un futur héros du paradis » (Kerouac). Il est un « clochard céleste ». Mais ce déraciné volontaire peut, tel Kerouac à la recherche de ses ancêtres celtes (Satori à Paris, 1966), tel Ginsberg célébrant sa mère juive (Kaddish, 1961), être habité par la nostalgie d'une origine. 

   La poésie beat, très peu littéraire, est faite pour la lecture à haute voix. Les oral messages de Ferlinghetti sont « des poèmes conçus spécialement pour accompagnement de jazz ». L'écriture beat, indisciplinée, ne marque aucun choix dans le flux de sensations qu'elle tend à épouser dans sa totalité. La prose de Kerouac, également destinée à la lecture publique, se modèle, au fil de la plume, sur l'errance et les repos du beatnik, usant d'un rythme de jazz, du ton ample de l'hymne ou de la forme relâchée de la conversation. 

Devenus rapidement riches et célèbres, les poètes de la Beat generation, qui ne furent jamais des révolutionnaires, n'en continuent pas moins à manifester, publiquement ou dans leurs écrits, leur refus de la politique et du mode de vie américains. L'influence de la Beat generation reste immense aux États-Unis, dans la naissance et le développement du mouvement hippy, notamment. De nombreuses chansons de Bob Dylan et le film Easy Rider (1968), par exemple, se réfèrent à la mythologie beat, qui a également suscité l'émulation dans une fraction de la jeunesse européenne.

http://dana.ucc.nau.edu/~sek5/classpage.html
What do I know about man's destiny?  I could tell you more about radishes." 
-Samuel Beckett

Theater of the Absurd came about as a reaction to World War II.  It took the basis of existential philosophy and combined it with dramatic elements to create a style of theatre which presented a world which can not be logically explained, life is in one word, ABSURD! 

Needless to say, this genre of theatre took quite some time to catch on because it used techniques that seemed to be illogical to the theatre world.  The plots often deviated from the more traditional episodic structure, and seem to move in a circle, ending the same way it began.  The scenery was often unrecognizable, and to make matters worse, the dialogue never seemed to make any sense. 

Although Samuel Beckett and Eugene Ionesco are two of the most famous absurdist playwrights, Harold Pinter is now the leading English language playwright in the genre.  In his plays, Pinter never finds in necessary to explain why things occur or who anyone is, the existence within the play itself is justification enough.  In general, lack of explanation is what characterizes Pinter's work, that and the interruption of outside forces upon a stable environment.  What seems to set him apart though is that unlike Beckett and Ionesco, Pinter's world within the drama seems to be at least somewhat realistic.  Pinter started out in the theatre world as an actor, he attended both the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art and the Central School of Speech and Drama, then found a professional acting career under the stage name David Baron.  He remained an actor until he mentioned and idea he had for a play to a friend at Bristol University.  His friend became interested in the idea and requested a script within a week.  Pinter laughed at the idea, but within the week presented his friend with the script for The Room, which was then performed in May 1957.  Pinter's career as a playwright continued on with such works as The Dumbwaiter in 1957, and Mountain Language in 1988.  Pinter is still going strong in English theatre where he continues to write, direct and act.

http://global.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/25251/Angry-Young-Men
Angry Young Men,  various British novelists and playwrights who emerged in the 1950s and expressed scorn and disaffection with the established sociopolitical order of their country. Their impatience and resentment were especially aroused by what they perceived as the hypocrisy and mediocrity of the upper and middle classes.

The Angry Young Men were a new breed of intellectuals who were mostly of working class or of lower middle-class origin. Some had been educated at the postwar red-brick universities at the state’s expense, though a few were from Oxford. They shared an outspoken irreverence for the British class system, its traditional network of ... (100 of 371 words)
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