Realism and the Novel
Clara Reeve The Progress of Romance (1785):
The novel is a picture of real life … such things as pass everyday before our eyes.
From Ian Watt The Rise of the Novel (1957) (Chatto 1963) 

The main critical associations of the term 'realism' are with the French school of Realists. 'Realisme' was apparently first used as an aesthetic description in 1835 to denote the 'verite humanaine' of Rembrandt as opposed to the 'idealite poetique' of neo-classical painting. . . . the realism of the novels of Defoe, Richardson and Fielding is closely associated with the fact that Moll Flanders is a thief, Pamela a hypocrite, and Tom Jones a fornicator. (p. 10)

This use of 'realism', however, has the grave defect of obscuring what is probably the most original feature of the novel form. If the novel were realistic merely because it saw life from the seamy side, it would only be an inverted romance; but in fact it surely attempts to portray all the varieties of human experience, not merely those suited to one particular literary perspective: the novel's realism does not reside in the kind of life it presents, but in the way is presents it. (p. 11) 

. . 

Defoe and Richardson are the first great writers in our literature who did not take plots  from mythology, history, legend or previous literature. In this they differ from Chaucer, Spenser, Shakespeare and Milton, for instance, who, like the writers of Greece and Rome, habitually used tradition plots; and who did so, in the last analysis, because they accepted the general premise of their times .. . . 

After Defoe, Richardson and Fielding in their very different ways continued what was to become the novel's usual practice, the use of non-traditional plots, either wholly invented or based in part on a contemporary incident. . . . (pp. 14-15) 

many novelists, from Sterne to Proust, have made their subject the exploration of personality as it is defined in the interpretation of its past and present self-awareness. . . the novel in general has interested itself much more than any other literary form in the development of its characters in the course of time. (p. 21) 

The 'principle of individuation' accepted by Locke was that of existence at a particular locus in space and time: since, as he wrote, 'ideas become general by separating from them the circumstances of time and place', so they become particular only when both these circumstances are specified. In the same way the characters of the novel can only be individualized if they are set in a background of particularized time and place. . . . . E. M. Forster sees the portrayal of 'life by time' as the distinctive role which the novel has added to literature's more ancient preoccupation with portraying 'life by values' . . . the novel in general has interested itself much more than any other literary form in the development of its characters in the course of time. (pp. 21-2)
Characteristically, solidity of setting is particularly noticeable in Defoe's treatment of movable objects in the physical world: in Moll Flanders there is much linen and gold to be counted, while Robinson Crusoe's island is full of memorable pieces of clothing and hardware . . . (p. 26)

Virginia Woolf ‘Robinson Crusoe’ in The Second Common Reader (1932)

Thus, Defoe, by reiterating that nothing, but the plain earthenware pot stands in the foreground … has subdued every other element to his design; he has roped the whole universe into harmony. And is there any reason, we ask as we shut the book, why the perspective that a plain earthenware pot should not satisfy us completely …?

