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PREFACE

This thesis 1s an appreclation and interpretation
of Ambrose Bierce, "the one genuine wit America has pro-
duced." The word interpretation is used with reservatibns,
for it would be impossible to apply'thﬁ term with any
degree of finallty to a person ﬁho admitted that he under-
stood 11ttle sbout himself. He is appreciated for his
wit and satire which cut through shams and hypocrécies
with the acute penetrating force of a dentists!' drill.
He is admired for his ability to see things "as they were
and not as they should have been," and for his courape
in parading his ﬁnsavory convictiéns before a disinterested

public.

Wo RO H.



PAnARY
UNIVERSITY OfF RICHMOND
VHIGINIA

CHAPTER I

Biographical Sketch
(1)
Ambrose Bierce was born at Pomery, lliggs County s
Ohio, on June 25, 1842, His father was Narcus Aurelius
Bierce, a poor farmer of somewhat erratic tastes. His
mother was Laura Sherwood, about whom almost nothing is

knowa. Of the union twelve children were born. Two died

1. It has been said, without substantiation, that Bierce
was born in Guernsey County, Ohio. He set the matter
to rights with characteristic neatness when he sent a

. newspaper clipping to an inquiring correspondent:

"In Guernsey County, Ohio, more than
half a century ago, there is said to
have been a heavy shower of stones
that caused many to believe that the
world was coming to an end."

Bierce's comment was:

"I fancy that this is what gave your
friend the impression that I once

lived in Guersey County, Ohio. He
assumed that when God was throwing
stones, I would be the natural target,"

Ruth Guthrie Harding, "lMr. Boythorn-Bierce," Bcokman,
August, 1925, p. 640



in infancy. To each of the others a name was given beginning
with A: Ambrose, Albert, Andrew, Augustus, Aurelius, Addison,
Abigail, Almeda, Ann, and Amelia.. \

When Ambrose was very young, his family moved to
Elkhart, Indiana, where, with the excertion of Ambrose and
possibly Albert, the family lived out their lives in compara-
tive obscurity. Albert (“Old‘Grizzly"),-a favorite brother
of Ambrose, went to San Francisco where he obtained work in
the ﬁint. It was he who later persuaded Ambrose to take up
permanent residence on the west coast.

The early life of Ambrose Bierce was hard and full
of grim trials.(Z) According tobali availaﬁle information,
which at best is only fragmentary and incomplete, Bierce's
formal.education was sadly neglected. He did, however, de-
velop his literary tastes by reading all of the books in his

father's library, which, surprising as it may seem, was

2. If one accepts Dr. De Castro's 6bservation, Bierce's
early hardships are not so regrettable,

"It was well that it Was'so; for it
gave us Abraham Lincoln and it gave
us James Garfield and Ambrose Bierce,”

De,Castro, Portrait of Ambrose Bierce, p. 5.

But the statement, like most others by Dr. De Castro,
‘need not be taken fully at its face value., He lacked
sincerity, often substituting for it mere fulsome
verbiage.
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rather large and contained many excellent works., When still
a small boy, he went to work in a local brick yard. But this
proved distasteful after a time, and he ca?e into town to
_ 3)

work in a saloon run by one Andrew Faber.

It is hard to find dependable information about
Bierce's life from the time he began working in the saloon
until he entered the Union army for service in the War Be-
tween the States(

"He entered the ranks at lLa Pdrte, Indiana,

on September 5, 1861, and became a member

of Company C of the Ninth Indiana Infantry.

He was mustered out, with the rank of first

lieutenant, at Huntsville, Louisiana on
February 16, 1865." (4) :

When he entered the army; he gave printing as his
occupation.' Where'he‘learned this trade, it is hard to say,
for he was only eighteen years and nine months old when he
registered for service. |

The war did much for Bierce., He entered the ranks
és an unlettered farm boy, and was mustered out mature in

every respect, and possessed of a burning desire to become a

3. Elkhart, "Truth," {in] American Mercury, July, 1925, p. 22.
vol. 5 : :
4, Grattan, Bitter Bierce, p. 15.
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writer. Tt is doubtful that the major issues of the war held
any particular interest for him. He was interested in war
primarily as a scienceES>To him it was the science of savagery
and sordidness, liberally infused with gross stupidity.v None
of the reputed glory of war, held by misguided souls, or its
pathos, or its human interest, for that matter, seemed to have
any effect on him, War to him was merely ﬁhe means by which
certain ends were to be realized, death and suffering being
merely incidental in this greatest of all human farces.

Early in‘his career in the army he was given a
position on the staff of General W.B. Hazen as topographical
engineer, It is extremely doubtful that he had any special
technical training to eguip him for such work. But it is not
unusual to brush aside such incidentals in time of war. His
was a déngerous task and entailed many hazardous exploits.
While serving in.this capacity, he took part in seven major
engagements,

At Kenesaw Mountain he was wounded severely in the

head, for which he was forced to remain at home several weeks.

5. "It (war) appeared to him as a sort of magnificent
reducto ad absurdum of all romance,"

H.L. Mencken, Prejudices, Sixth Series, p. 261.
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According to Albert Slerce, . Ambrose waslnever fhe same
after this 1n01dent. As if some of the iron from the shell
haa remained in his brain, he became bitter and remorsefui,
and afterward ,was inclined to be suspicious of everyone,
especially his closest friends,

When the war was over, Bierce had a hard time
making up his mind what he wanted to do. Ultimately, of
course, he wanted to be a writer,

His first position was with the Treasury Depart-
ment, where he served as collector of "Captured and Aban-

- doned Prbperﬁy."' Several months later he took a position

as englneer attache to General Hazen w1th whom he travelled
on the west coast, in pretense of inspecting fortifications,
His duty was to make himself as comfortable as possible,'so
long as he made no one else uncomfortable,

In apparent dqueon in San Francisco he resigned,
since the officials were so inconsiderate as to make him
only a Second Lieutenant in the regular army. In his own

words:

6, George Sterling, "The Shadow laker,"™ American llercury,
October, 1925, Volumn 6 p. 140




-6

"By a master stroke of military humor we were
ordered to return (to Washington) via Salt

Lake City, San Francisco, and Panama. I obeyed
until I got as far as San Francisco, where,
finding myself appointed to a second lieutenancy
in the Regular Army, ingratitude, more strong '
than traitor's arms, vanguished me. I resigned,
parted from Hazen more in sorrow than in anger
and remained in California." (7)

For a while Bierce worked in the mint with his
brother Albert. But as soon as he could gain adequate reputa-
tion to support himself by his pen, hevthrew up his job at the
mint gladly. After a period of apprenticeship hé became ed-

itor of the News-letter and later editor of the Argonaut. 1In

these papers he ran various columns which attracted wide atten-
tion. The most'widély read of his'columﬁs were "Prattle,"
"The Town Crier," and "Telegravhic Dottings."

Sometime within this period Bierce was married to
liollie Day, generally élluded to as the belle of San Francisco

(8)
society., The exact date of his marriage is uncertain, , but

7. Grattan, Bitter Bierce, P.. 20, requoted from Bierce's
"Bits of Autobiography," in Collected VWiorks, Vol, I.

8. Dr. De Castro places the marriage date as December 25,
1871, but he is alone in this Supposition, which is
obviously wrong. Bierce went to London in 1871. Since
he did not live with his wife after his return from
London, and since three children were born of the union,
the marriage must have been at least three years before
1871,
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1867 or 1868 seems most probable, For a short time it seems
that Bierce was extremely Happy. But it was impossible that
anything should bring him happiness long.

His matrimonial troubles grew out of the fact that
he and his wife were too much alike - a situation often fatal
when temperament is the source of similarity., Little is
known of his family affairs, or why he left his wife in 1871
and went to London., Once separated, however, they never met
‘again. It is natural to assume therefore that the three
children born of the union must have come before the trip to
London, The three children were: Leigh, who died a reportey
in New York City in 1901; Day, who ﬁas killed in a drunken
argument over a womah in California; and Helen, who is still
living in San Francisco,

In London, Bierce obtained a place on Fun, a paper
edited by Tom Hood.. It was not hard for a man of‘Bierce's;
wit to Win a place for himself with the "Fleet Street Gang,"
a gréup of dashing young writers.who worked for Fun in their
spare time, and spent their time mostly in imbibing at one
of the local inns, Bierce soon became one of this number.

In 1873, Cobwebs from an Empty'Skull'by "Dod Grile,"

Bierce's London pen-name, was published by John Camden Hotten.

For this piece of work Bierce was promised one hundred pounds
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sterling, to bé paid at an early date. As it turned out,
Hotten put him off as long as possible, until Bierce liter-
ally forced a check out of him, Before it could be cashed,
however, Hotten died - from overeating pork pie, Bierce
claimed - leaving Bierce stranded with the worthless check.
But there was one possibility - if he could get to the bank
before news of Hotten's demise was received. But the "Gang"
were seated around their usual table in the Ludgate_station
tavern, Bierce went in for a drink and related the sad
story of Hotten's death. Then followed several hours in
which they tried to compose an appropriate epitaph.(g) One
of the best ran as follows:

"Hotten

Rotten

Forgotten."
‘Bierce arrived at the bank half hour after the news of
Hotten's death had been received. The delay cost him a

hundred pounds sterling,

"The Fiends Delight" was another work published

9. De Castro, Portrait of Ambrose Bierce, p. 42,




under the pen-name "Dod Grile" during his stay in London,
Some idea of the flagrant manner in which he shocked the-
sensibilities of the good people of London can be derived
from the following excerpt taken from the preface of the
work:

"In writing, as in compiling, I have been ably

assisted by my scholarly friend, lr. Satan;

and to this worthy gentleman must be attri-

buted most of the views herein set forth,”

Besides his work on Fun, Bierce was at various

times éonnected with Figaro, The Bét, the Comic Annual for

1873 and 1874, and others. In the spring of 1874 he was

given full charge of The lantern, a rather fancy twelve-

. b
page paper, sponsored by the Empress Eugenie, then in exile
in England. The paper was a retaliation upon Kr, Roche-

fort's La Lanterne, in which he wrote scurrilous bits of

gossip about the Empress. The Lantern was discontinued
after the second issue, on account of the fact that I,
Rochefort was unable to reply. He gave up without a
struggle.

All during his stay in Londén Bierce was aséo-
ciated with Jjournalists whose quality was inferior to his
own. It is safe to say that he learned much from then,
but it is true also that he suffered then as in Aﬁerica,

from a lack of criticism, This defect shows up quite
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.obviously in his works. But it is equally apparent that
Bierce's nature was not the type to take criticism seriously.
There was too much resiliency in his makeup for criticism to
make ény permanent ihpressibn. lost writers, however, who{ ‘
-treat Bierce deplore the fact that he was never among.his-'
superiors, a condition which of necessity would have brought
out the best that was in him.

It seems that he enjoyed to the fullest extent the
Bohemiah circle of Fleet Street, in which he moved. They
wined, dined, and deviated from all ﬁormal habits of life,
A_Bierce himself expressed the thought that they did too much
of everything that was done. VWhatever his habits may have
been, his morals(lo) did not suffer to any great extent,
What his intellect suffered can only be conjgctured.

Bierce was thirty-four years old when he‘returned
to San Francisco in 1876, He was now the undisputed leader

of the west-coast journalists, Besides his remarkable

ability, which made him tower above all others, he had now

10. lorally Bierce was always above reproach. As a matter
of fact, he was often too prudish to be congenial,

- Once he threatened George Sterling's life if the
latter went in swimming wearing only trunks., Neat--
negs and personal cleanliness were so important to
him that it is said he shaved his entire body every
day, and changed his clothes more often in a day than
the average person did in a week.



the added prestige of an English journalistic career. His
influence in 3an Franbisqo consequently was very great,
"No man's reputation as a writer was quite made in
those days until Bierce had pronounced upon him.
We were his slaves and obedient to his will, and
right royally he cracked the whip over us, He
went so far as to pass judgment on the private
affairs of the devotees of his circle which fin-
ally led to estrangements.,.." (11)

There were two remarkable things about Bierce's
personality: -his unusual vitality, which the ladies said
could be felt at a distance of several feet, and the extra-
ordinary piercing blue eyes, that the stranger invariably
remembered if he forgot all else about Bierce.

One of his eccentricities was an inordinate fond-
ness for dumb .animals of all kinds, particularly lizards

and horned toads. But for some unaccountable reason he

gould-never stand the sight of a dog. One of his lizards

‘formed a habit of sitting on his shoulder and peering down

at his fingers as he wrote. Bierce somehow conceived the
notion that the little fellow had intelligence and could
criticise his work, Hisvstrange habit of allowing his pet

horned toad to share his bed must have been rather uncom-

fortable at times.

11, Grattan, Bitter Bierce, quoting Pearson's Magazine,
Vols, XXXVIII and XXXIX, 1913,
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In his literary cliqué Bierce was truly an sutocrat.
He had the tongue of ah asp and p&n of wormwood, both
of which he used all too freely, and both of which were
feared far and near. In his vigor he sometimes'carried
his wit too far, and caused on numerous occasions much
bitternesé. Nevertheless he was féared and respected as
a critic and commentator. One reason for his dictatorial
. power was the comparative isolation of the West Coast and
consequently a lack of communication with‘the writers on
the East Coast. The most important reason, however, 1is
simply the fact that the man ﬁad power.

With the exception of Georpe Sterling and a 1imited
circle of his other protegé%, it cannot be said that
Bierce showed much encouragement to young writers. ‘H}s
standards were arbitrary and generally too high, and his
Qbuse too cutting if they fell short.

Bierce's literary work was as varled as his personal
interests. He wrote stories, poems, articles, criticisms,
columns, and practically'everything elée in the gamut of
journalistiéhendeavor.

One of the most interesting things that he digd while
on the West Coast was a column called "Prattle," which
has been mentioned before. Thig time,'however, following

his return from London, he worked for William Randolph Hearst



on the Examiner; and his column was to some extent colored
by the interests of his employer. This should not

be constled,however, as a blot on his escutcheon of jour-
nalistic ethics, for the ideas of employer ahd employee

in the case usually coincided, until Hearst was bitten

by the political bug. Afterwards there was a minor diver-
gence.

"Prattle™ was .the forerunner of such columns as those
fostered by Winston Churchill, Lommex Hunter, and Walter
Winchell. Bierce originated the idea, and since his
time many have tried to get like results, only with vary-
ing success.

In 1896 Hearst sent Bierce to Washington to fight a
measure that was before Congress. The measure involved
seventy-five million dollars, which Collis B. Huntington
was trying to wriggle out of paying over to the'Government
relative to his railroad interests. When this unsavory
business was ended successfully for Héarst, Bierce remained

in Washington and wrote for The American magazine and The

Cosmopolitan.

Used to a free rein and unlimited self expression,
Bierce could not stand the weight of the Eastern editorial
hand. The days of aggressive personal journalism were

ended. He finally gave up in disgust and devoted his time
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to collecting and editing his works, which he pubiished
at intervals between 1909.and 1912.

Gradually he lost his powerg’énd life became a bur-
den. Even his two trips to California in 1910 and 1912
fa;led to revive his interests. One of the things that
troubled him--had troubled him since 1880--was asthma.
The disease had been brought on in a characteristic
maﬁner. Soon after his return from England he decided,
for some unknown reason, to spend the night in a grave-
yard. While he was asleep with his head on a tombstone,
a heavy fog came up,#and he was drenched to the skin.
From that time on aéthmas made 1ife miserable for him.

Iﬁ was on rare occasions indeed_that he could spend any
lengthc of time in the city without suffering horribly.
Even while he was in San Francisco, his material was sent
in to the bapers from the surrounding country, where he
roamed from place to plaée seeking comfort.

On October 3, 1913, Bierce left Washington for a
tour of the battle fields on which he had fought, supposedly
to revive his memories before his conﬁemplated trip to
Mexico.

On November 6, the tour over, he passed through New
Orleans on his way South. He was interviewed by the local

papers, and treated with the acclaim due a celebrity.
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According‘to the account given in a local paper, he was
dressed entirely in black except where his white collar
arid cuffs could be seen. In his hands he carried a black
ebony cane. He stood straight and erect, and, except for
~his bushy snow-white hair, no one would have suspected
that he was an old man.

His sta;ements about his plans for the future were
rather indefinite. It is entirely probably that he had
no fixed idea in his mind as to what he would do. He
implied, however, that he intended to travel diagonally
across Mexicb on horseback, then take ship for South
America, where he would go over the Andes and across the
continent. If possible he would return to the United
States again.

At Chihushus, Mexico, he wrote to his friends in
recognition of a draft which had been forwarded to him
from Washington. Afterwards no authentic information
has come to light c¢oncerning the fate of Ambrose Bierce.
That he is dead there can be no doubt, but how he died
is a matter of speculation. '

Of the several accounts given of Bierce's end none
segms ehtirely plausible in all respects. Dr. Adolph
Danziger ("Adolph de Castro") has given a detailed ac-
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count replete with ﬁersonal interviews with his alleged
murderers. In substance, his report goes: Bierce got
drunk and proceeded to enlighten Villa, the famous
Mexican’ rebel, on his weak points, expanding at the same
time the virtues of Villa's opponent. Villa lost no
time in having him shot. This report ﬁell mey be pre-
judiceds for this reason the following quotation from

George Sterling is included here:

"Danziger was the person over whose head Bierce
broke his cane to fregments --- and this ---
bears evidence of being a postponed revenge.
One is left to wonder why he did not repairn

‘ : 13
to Chihuahua and feast on the bones of Bierce." <

Another sccount of Bierge!é death is given by one
"Pex" O'Reilly, a soldier of;fOrﬁpné, who claimed that
ne discevered Bierce's grave in a lonély spot in Seirra
'Majada. According to this.account Biérce wés slain by
treacherous Mexicans, who desired the large amount of

gold coins which Bierce had a habit of carrying around

13. George Sterling, Introduction to In the Midst of Life,

P. X.
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with him.

But the most probable account, however, and the one
accepted by Mr. George Sterling, is that given by George
F. Weeks,_abcérrespondent stationed in Mexico during the
revolutionary disturbances in 1918. Mr. Weeks reported
that he had met in Mexico City one Dr. Edward Melero,
who claimed that he nad lmown Bierce intimately. Upon
Mr. Weeklstguggestion Dr. Melero inquired into the mat-
ter and reported that Bierce had deserted from Ville,
.under whom he had entered service, to Join the Constl-
tutionalists. Later he was captured by onerof Villa's
‘generals on a train bearing ammunition, upon his refusal
"to answer questions he waé summarily shot and buried in
a shellow grave, with a peon captured at the same time.

It is hard to accept any of these steries at full
face value. It would indéed be unusual for a man sevehty-
oné years old to participate in a fevolutioni:the cause
of which he could not have the slightest interest. Yet
such a course seems remotely possible from a letter writ-
ten by Bierce shortly before he left for Mexico. In the
letter he stated in no uncertain terms that if he should
be stood up against a wall and shot to pieces, that would

be a good way to pass out of life,immeasurably better in-
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deed than old age, or desease, or bfeaking one's neck on
the cellar stairs.

It is entirely probable.that the truth of the mat-
ter will never be cleared up satisfactorily. Yet tﬁe
sfories come in, until almost as many Mexican towns
claimest, to be the death@place of Bierce as Grecian

towns have claimed to be the birthplace of Homer.

No one succeeded in knowing Bierce in his lifefime.
As he related in an anecdote to Ruth Harding, he did not
know himself. With Bierce it was a dlfference of degree
rather than kind. He ﬁas more baffling to himself be-
cause he was a man of unusual powers. And, trying to
analyze those powers, he became different. He was a
mixture of contradictions that loses 1ts shape . and mean-
ing when tampered with.

Why, after all, should one try to understnnd him
and his outward actions, when he spent a life time try-

ing to explain them to himself without succeeding? A

superfiéial examination will bring out the following points:

his intellect was as far as possible divorced from his
emotions, his physical being was an automaton subservient
to the controlling power of his mind, there were forces

that he did not understand, that created, and directed,



and impeiled. Then there were four major blighfs in
his 1life, some of which number have 5een mentioned al-
ready: his wouhd invthe head dufing the war, his .un-
happy marriage, the horrible disease of asthma, and his
inabiiity to make'monéy. | |

Many people who have found an interest in Bierce
have thought of him as a bitter, turbulent man, torn by
forces that would not let him rest. "This 1is fundamenfally
untrue, although not abparently so. His bitterness affected
petbple who had violated what he considered the universal.
code of life. Inwardly,'at times, he was serene, like a
warm hearth in a snug home. But it was a rationalized
calmness that helped him to bear his troubles while labor-

ing under the most adverse circumstances. In one of his
succinct statements he declared, “"troubles are hard to
bear, but that is no reason why you,should be." Like
most men who preach, he did not always follow thpough
in practice.

Bierce's emotions were highly developed and hard to
manage, but his intellect was powerful enough to keep them
in check and to submerge them, so far as his writings
were concerned. As for his private life and personal con-

duct, not so mich can be said.

Some physical reaons for his bitterness have already
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been mentioned. At one time or another thesé wrecked
_“nearly all the friendships that he ever developed. Any
number of psychological reasons may also partly explain
his temperameﬁt. ,
. He was out of tune with the times.14It is not dif-
’ficult to understand the uncongenlal atmosphereyin which
Bierce foﬁnd himself, when we realize that the United
States, particularly the West Coast, of his time did
not bother itself with critical thinking. Its energles
were taken up in expansion and businéss entérprises.
Life was too swift to take time out for abstract thought.
Bierce, of course, knew and recognized the trend of things,

but he was too stubborn to change his course.

A selection from the preface to the The Devil's Dic~

tionary will give some idea of his lack of regard for
bhis time. It reads more like a defiance than an expla-
nation:

7o enlightened souls who'préfer dry wines to sweet

14, "For any po?ular hearing Bierce emerged on the

American scene betwixt too early and too late.”

P. H. Boynton, More Contemporary Americans, p. 77.
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.sense,- to sentiment, wit to humor, and clean

English to slang."

In the early gold-rush days of California such a
thing as a private moral code hardly existed. Bierce

insisted on having one.

"o the --- apostle of liberty he was an old
fogy because he still believed in a code, even
though the code was derived from life and not

imposed upon it =-- 15

It is decidely unfortunate that he chose to set up

arbitrary rules of conduct, both professional and private,’

" and to judge people in general by their observance or

deviation from them. His pronouncements carried weight,
anfl few contested his.place as literary dictabor of the
West Coast. Taking into consideration his powerful in-
tellect, his opponents found only one safe way of retalia-
tion, and that was, as someone has said, "by a large chunk

of silence."

15. Ibid, p. 83.



CHAPTER II

Thé“Craftsman_

: The_quélity of the work,produced by any writer ‘
’is'merely a question of comparative values. Instinc-
tivély, when an unknown writer 1s mentioned, the
average pérson begins to draw parallels.. What well
knpwn writer does he most nearly resemble? ° M

| The student of Amerlcan literature finds himself
’inva difficult situation when he attempts to compare
Ambrose Blerce with other American writers. Biergel
' gtands alone, not like a towering mountain, but
rather like a jagged rock in a desert. He 1s not a
great writer when compared with the truly great
‘writers, but a strong and‘sturdy‘individualiét who
did not depend upon thgsrulés and techniques of the
great for his own 11terafy achievements. ' |

Some ﬁriterskhave'been so lacking in acuteness

as to force an analogy between Blerce and Poe. There
is a similarity 1f we think only of subject matter,
but the method of treatment and the style are so
dissimilar that 1t leaves no doubt in the mind that

Poe had no influence whatever upon Blerce.

=29 =
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Blerce himself always showed a strong antipathy
to any mention of this subject, although in mahy |
ways he admired Poe. Poe's imaginative scope, hls
capacity for feeling, and his depth of imagery far
exceed those of Bierce. Bierce was hard, brittles,
realistic; he did not feel the deep human interest
that was so much a part of Poe. Poe wss a dreamer
who hid from the realities of 1life, whose 1llfe was
‘a constant search for beauty and the redeeming
elements of human nature. He had a capaclty for
love. He was a Romanticist with a lyric soul. |
Bierce was a realist, devold of sentimentallty,
ignorant of love, possessing no semblance of what
might be considered a lyric soul.

There are some elements of similarity among the
works of Blerce, o'Brien, and Maupassant, but 1t is
probable that these are coincidental since only one
story from each of these writers bear a noticeable
likeness. The difference in the treatment here,
too, is a striking contrast.

O'Brien's ™hat was it?" is dynamic, intense,
and full of‘appreﬁensioﬁs.‘ Like a good detective
story it holds the interest up to the last.
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Maupassant's La Harld is terror-ridden, stark,
strange, and gripping. It 1s highly dramatiec,’
activated by a tense undercurrent of ¢mgtional stress.

Bierce's The Damned Thing possesses none of these

elements of terror and feeling; it merely encourages
the reader to reason the problem out. |

In the works of Cervantes and Hardy there 1s an
element of ironic pessimism, but withal they are
permeated with a cosmic humor that takes the edge
off theirlideas of frustration and futility. Bierce
could not appreciate humor in any form except the
grim humor of fate. Self-pity and loneliness took
possession of his artistic sincerety and rendered
him 1neffectu51 to the vast majority of readers.
He was a miSanthrope without tﬁe rédeeming virtue
of humor, and such an adverse rationalistic method
of reaséning appeals only to the select few. As for
stylistic similarity Blerce and Aldrich are ﬁuch
akin. Both used thé "snap" ending or the "twisten!.
but in power ahd_Virility there 1s no comparison.

S

Blerce. is forceful and vigorous; Aldrich 1s uncertain,

pasty; and soft.

7y
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Bierce, among most American writers, stands
out in his power of insinuation. He suggests and
implies for'mpre than he dares tell. His power, at
times, 18{&5 uncanny as his method is artificial,
but his art rings true in the final summation.

'He storms the kingdom of art by
violence, and the death-rattle of
his harsh dry laughter rings long
afterwards in our ears.“

Sometimes the horrible phantasmagoria of his
mind makes the reader shudder and 1nvoluntar11y
_ look around half expectantly, and again he forces
the reader to look within’ himself. ‘

"It 1s the last touch of art: it ‘
is the art that compels the reader
to search his own soul. 17

In this Bieﬁce was a master; he forces the reader
along a path of independent reasoning to the tune
of his phrases. In this he achleved what many

American writers have failed to do.

16. E. J. O'Brien, The Advance of the American
Short Story, p. 180,

17. F. L. Pattee, The Development of the American
Short Story, pe. 00O .
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Two themes are predominant in the sixty-eight

most important short stories that Blerce wrote:

~war and the supernatural. His four years in the

Union Armies gave him abundance of material for
his later works. But better than that they gave-
himvemOtional freedom and allowed him to expand
his personality. |
“He turned naturally to war episodes,
“because, although actual, they were
the furthest removed from the even
o tenor of normal life." .
But war alone did not satisfy Blerce. He selected
fhe unusual and ﬁpqﬁgtartling for his storles, . thus
twice removing h;ﬁselfAfrom the "evén tenor of
normal 11fe.” Some readers may find his sclentific
realism at odds with his sensational plots, but if
his methods are understood this will not detract
from the value of the story.
Blerce was among the first American writers to

picture the War Between the States as 1t actually

was, and not as most overzealous patriots would

18. C. H. Baynton, More Contemporary Americans, p.75.
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1ike to belleve. Music, uniforms, and banners were
one thing, and violence, horror, and death were another.
He had no hallucinations about glory and patrlotism. 'Td
him waer was only a last resort when diplomatlic meahs had
been exhaustedg It was a business, once the soldier had
Abeen initiated. He did not havé a feeling of hatred
toward-the enemy. As a matter of fact, the individual
soldier considered the enemy "another order -of beings- - =
not altogether of yhg:Earthf" Bierce, like mosf soldiefs,
took 1££tle ;ntefeéﬁ in the issues of the war. He ﬁas |
tﬁere}mefely‘as_a part of é}great machine. | '
Unlike Stephen Crane, Bierce left pﬁt of his war
stories practically all of the elements of emotlon and
‘human interest, carving out the facts and reasoning from
each action by'mathematical analysis. Cranevappea}ed to
the emotions; Biéféé éppealed to the reaééﬁinéyf§¢111t1es.
To Biefce war was essentially this:

te - =it was the last resort of conflicting
_national and international interests; it
afforded the individual escape from the

base necessities of civilian 1life; in it

the highest moral code could be followed;
_yet in its accompaniments it was horrible. ‘19

19. Grattan, Bitter Blerce, D. 142,
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It 1s safe to say that Bierce was lacking in
inwentiveness, but his nineteen war stories show &
capacity for observation that far exceeds mere literary
inventions. Exactnesé, meticulous observatiqns{ﬁg
twist ending, and skilled psychological analysis atteat‘
his>art-in presenting stories about the war. To record
a happening did not appeal to Blerce in the slightest.
The happening had to be unusual--almost;phanyénal.'

There is only one thing, in my opinion, that
detracts from his war themes, and that is the too
frequent use of coincidence. In many of his stories
this is entirely uncon#incing»in spite of the fact that
he tries to Jjustify the happening on the grounds of
predestinatioﬁ'and chance.

Another element in his war storles that 1s partic-
| ularly distasteful to some 1s his frequent reference
to the gruesome, sometimes included for no justifiable
reason whatever. Such things as human bodles being
gnawed by rats or devoured by wild animals pleased him
to such an exﬁent that hé made use of such episodes

. whenever possible. This linked in perfectly with
Blerees idea of the insignificence of man in the great

scheme of things.
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A never falling topic of interest to Bierce was
the 1dea that a brave man could be so changed by fear
as to become an entirely different individual. Fate,
too, had a strong fasclnation for Bierce, particularly
the little ironles of fate that showed the insignifance
of human beings. |

Among American writers of ghost stories Bierce
stands out in one respect: He had the ability_to mix
in well balance@‘proportions both credulity and
skepticlism, and to glve the final product such
rationalistic implications that the reader substitutes
thoughts for_disbeliefs. |

No better example of Blerce's attitude towards
ghosts can be found than his own definition of a ghosts

"Ghost, n. The outward and visible sign
of an inward fear."

The idea of ghosts and the supernatural, of course,
was nothing newyin‘American literature. Since the days

of witcheraft in Salem, Massachusetts, writers have

'utiliied the supernatural for literary purposes. Among

our writers who have treated this subject are Poe,

Hearn;:Fitz—iéﬁes'O'Brien, Irving, Hawthorne, and still

earlier,Cotton.
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The writers that I have mentioned treated the subject
of the supernatural more or less incidentally, drawing
thelr material from popular superstitions or from the
imagination. Blerce, on the other hand, placed most
of his emphasis here, and treated the subject in a
rationalistic manner. Blerce makes use of a wide
range of materials for his plots. Some of the toplcs
he treats are: death from fear, when fear 1s not

. Justified; actual ghosts, with no éttempt at an
éxﬁlanation; amnesia; dreams; mechanical man; ‘
hallucinations; conflict with an inwisible being; in-
duced belief in ghosts; a haunted house; and actual
contacts with the spirit world.

Some of the 1deas used in his ghost stories are -
without doubt original, but others are probable
adaptations. In some of these stories he anticipates
modern ideas to a remarkable degree. Take for example

t"Maxon!s Master," the story of a mechanical man, or

The Damned Thing, in which he postulates that many

things about us are unseen because light waves of

certain lengths are invisible to our eyes.



The bulk of Biercé's short stories are containéd

In two volumes: In the Midst of Life and Can Such
Things Be? From these volumes several sfories have
been selected for brief analysis. Thej 1llustrate

all of the broader types of his stories. Considerable
space 1s thus given tb his short stories, but this 1s
justifiable on the grounds.thét his fgme rests most
securely on his short stories. The stqriés‘selected
may not be his best, but aside from the fact that
they are distinct types, they reveal Blerce in his
inimitable treatment of difficult subject matter, some
of his philosophy of life, and his detached'.impersonal
method of character portrayal.

From the list A Horseman in the Sky has been

omitted, not because the story is not among his best
but because it has been treated so often by writers
on Blerce that anything written here would be
conscious or unconcious repetition. The five

- selections are: An QOccurence at Owl Creek Bridge,

Killed at Resaca, The Famous Gilson Bequest,

A Jug of Sirup, ahd Chickamauga.




Before taking up these stories in brief analyses
it 1s well to note that Bierce did not atteﬁpt to write
stories pertraying the horrible actualities of ware.
His'excuse for writing, aside from monetary gains--
which 18 true of all ﬁriters at one time or another--
were lsolated happeﬁings of a strangé and unusual nature.
He did_not have the faculty for buillding up fantastic
fabrications, nor did he wish to Indulge in actualities
that were tainted with emotionalism. Both were foreign
to hls nature and both wefe alike repulsive both in
himself and in others. Logical sequence 1is in Bierée's

stories.

In part one of ‘An Occurence at Owl Creek Bridge’

& man 1is standing on a railroad bridge in northern
Algbama. He looks at the swirling water twenty feet
below, seen through the loose boards upon which he
stands. His hands are tied behind him, and around
"his neck 1s a rbpe. The slack from the rope reaches
té his knees. Near him on the brldge are two soldiers
and two offlcers. |

The writer builds up the setting, giving every
detail that will ald in developing the picture in the

mind of the reader. There are no emotional flourishes,

32
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no conscious play upon thé nerves of the reader. ILike
a machipist he turns out his material upon the lathe
with exactness and neatness. .There 1s no superfluity,
no useless movements. But the effect is more
devastating on the nerves because of his aioofness.

The detalls of the exact position of the soldiers, of

the exact height of the bridge, and of the arrangement
of the loose boards upon ﬁhich,they stand are horribly

suggestive, and for that'reasén grips the mind of ﬁhe
reader.

'The.man closég his gﬁes and waits. His nerves
are tense;. A nolse strikes his éa? dfumsﬁ a regular
hammering noise, like a sledge'pdunding_' upon'an
‘anvile It rises in crescendo throbbing in his ears.

It 1s merely the ticking of his watch. He thinks of

his wife and children. If he can only free his hands,

| a‘quick plunge into the current might mean safety.
¢He pictures himself in the water strﬁggling toward
the shore. This detailed account of the man's mental
state is only a prelude to bullding up a logical
explenation of what fol;ows. The Captain nods to

the Sergeant. Tﬁe Sergeant steps aside, releasing

the boards upon which the victim 1s standing.

33
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The reader has the impression here that the man has‘
been hung.

~In part two the author goes back and describes
Peyton Farquhaf as a well-to-do Southern Planter.
He gives detalils as to why Farquhar has strong
sympathies with the cause of the South, and how
he would do anything in his power to aid the{éaid]
cause.

Just before a major Northern advance, civilians
were forbidden under penalty of death to approach
Owl Creek Bridge. The bridge 1s highly inflammable,
and a fire here would seriously hamper the advance.
Farqﬁhar decides to risk his 1life in an attempt to
destroy the bridge. Sufficient reasons are.given
for every move.

In part three Farquhar falls straight down
throughAthe bridge. There 1s a Jerk as the rope
tightens about his neck; then streams of fire pulsate
through his body, choking and suffocating him. A loud
splash follows, and the pressure of water begins to
roar in his ears. He knows ﬁhat the rope has been
| Here the reader has the Impression that

broken.

Farquhar was not hanged. When he rises to the surface
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his hands are free and his senses are alert. The
writer mechanically, and with devastating effect
on the nerves of the reader, gives the various
impressions of the man as he swims across the river
amid & shower of bullets. Every little detail is |
added to make the action plausible and natural.: "At
;éngth he gains the river bank and the shelter of
the woods. He wanders around until nightfsall, by
which tlime he is sore and tired. His neck is bruised
and horribly swollen. Finally he reaches his home
where his wife walts for him with a smile of ineffable
Joy on her face. She regches out her arms tb him.

' Suddenly there is a stunning blow on the back
of his neck; a blinding light flash before his eyes--
then all 1s darkness and silence!

In the last sentence the bbdy of Peyton Farquhar
18 described as swinging gently from side to side
beneath the ti@bers of Owl Creek Bridge.
The reader gets a final jJolt in the end, for

he is surprised to discover that Farquhar meets his
death after all. The fancied escape was a mere pigment
of Peyton Farquhar's frenzied 1mag1hation. It all
happened from the time he began falling until the
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noose tightened about his neck--a time lapse.of
perhaps two seconds. One would discredit the story
immediately were it not feér the fact that the author
has made it appear logical. It stimulates thoﬁght.

"Chickamauga® hés a type of subdued action
somewhat similar to Stephen Crane's Red Badge of
Courage. But the treatmenf of the subject matter
is entireiy different, as different as stories can
be. when the theme is so much alike. There is no
.warmth in Bierce's treatment, only a chilling mental
reactlion, in which the reader has about as much
sympathy for the principal character as he would
have for a cold sardine.

A child, playing soldier with his tiny wooden
éword, wanders away from home and deep within,a
large forest. His action is logical--Blerce makes
‘1t logical, perhaps too logical, and he pads the
simpie ection with his own philosophy of war and
fear. , _

Finally the child becomes weary and lies down

upon the ground and sleeps. While he 1s asleep,an

army passes, is defeated, and begins to retreat.

It 1s not logical that a child should sleep amid
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such noises as would be caused by a battle. The
author sets ﬁhis point to rest by making the child
a deaf-mute. This; of course, satisfles any doubts:
concerning the probabillity of such action, but it
encouragés the readér to regard the child only as

a specimen, and as such capable only of stimulating
meﬁtal curibsity.-n )

As the wounded men come crawling through the
woods, the child sees them and thinks instantly of
the time when he rode upon his father's back. With
this in mind he climbs upon the back of the first
man that comes near. He is shaken off with &
‘vicibﬁs shrug, And with a horrible hiss the soldier
turns aWaj leaving the child sprawled upon5theAgruund.
The child can see that in place of -a lower jaw the
man has a;gf;e§¢g4hangle of blood and bones--the
sickening moments of a passing skill. This is a
brutal and perhaps natural war scene, but we would
hardly call 1t realism. | |

In the last scene of the story the child
wanders back to his home, which he finds in flames.
There in theilight of the confiégration l;esifhé'
dead body of his mother. Her head had been pafily



shot away and her brains, a frothy iass of red and
grey, have oozed down over her face. As the child
stands before her, "he utters a series of 1narticu1ate}
and indescribable cries--something between the
chattering of.én ape and the gobbling of & turkey-=-

a startling, soulless, unholy sound, the language

of a devil. The child is a deaf-mute."

This is perhaps the most gruesome story writteﬁ
by Bierce. It is repulsive in the same manner that
a morgue or a slaughter house 1s repulsivé.

"Killed at Resaca" shows Biércefsfconceptibn
of the folly of love. Lieutenant Herman Brayle is
shown, by a series of incidents, to be the bravest
" man in the regimeht. JHis'bravery at times borders
on foolhardiness. He 1s llked and admired by the
whote regiment, in spite of the fact that he had
one most unsoldierly quality: he 1s vain in his
courage; At every turn he apparently welcomes death.
After a remarkebly long time he is finally killed by
the ehemj. On his person is a letter written to him
by a lady friend in California. Among other things
tpe letter statés that'she had been told by a friend
‘that he (Lieutenant Brayl@J had been seen crouching



behind & tree in some battle-in Virginla. She goes
on to say that she does not believe 1t, but she could
bear to hear-pf her soldler-lover's death, but not
of histgéwéféécéf5f; | |

A year;laternﬁhe author delivers thé letter to
the ybung lady in questipn¢ He tells her that
'Lieutenant Brayle has fallen in battle and that he
has come to place the letter in her hands. She takes
the 1etter'mechanica11y, colors slightly, and adds
that 1t was hardly worth the trouble. Suddenly she
gtarts involuntarily.

"This stain," she says, "ié it surely it 1is
not --.* o |

f'Madam,™ he says, "parddn me, but that is the
blood of the truest and bravest heart that ever beat."

She shudders and flings the letter to the ‘
blazing coals. She exclalms that she could never
stand the sight of blood, and adds byAway of after °
thought: | |

"How did he dle?" “

The aufhor looks at this creatﬁre; she is

beautiful, indeed detestably beautiful.



"He wasAbitten by a snake,™ he replies.

This story is one of the most damning, from
the point of view of women; that Bierce ever wrote.
The story is remakable and 1nterest1ng because it
is‘the‘nearest Blerce ever éomes to human 1nteresﬁ.'
However, it is so mechanized and treated so
objectively that it eliclits no emotional response.

The whnle story 1s obviously written for the sake
of the 1a$t few lines, a procedure generally fatal
to the lesser artist. o 7 w‘

"The Famous Gilson Bequest" giVes'mora'completely
than any other story Blerce's pﬁllosophy of 1life.
Upon the basis of this story it would be~sa£e to say
that Blerce was one of the most extreme misanthropes
America has ever produced. It 1s perhaps_generally-
accepted that an authorts fiction is no accurate
critersion by which to Judge his character ahd hls '
opinions and ideas of life. But in this respect it
must be remembered that Biefﬁe, more nearly than most-
American writers, lived and wrote in strict accordance
with arbitrary codes set up by himself.

This tale has to do with one Mr. Gilson, an
intrepld robber of sluice boxes in a mining district
in california. He had been barred from the betier
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saloons in thé town, and was spurned generally by
the few honest people that the town afforded.

Finally he was caught stealing a horse, and
was_summarily hanged by his captor, Mr. Brentshaw,
not, however, before he was glven an opportunity
to make a will in which he left all his worldly
possessions to Mr. Brentshaw, upon condition that
the testator's body be taken from the tmee and
"planted whitéﬂ;upon removing the body Mr. Brentwhaw
found in one of ifs pockets a duly attested codicil
of the above mentioned wille It was here stated
that if anyone could prove that the deceased had
ever stolen anything or in any way mistreated
' anyohe, that person could claim the entire property
pf the afore mentioned testator. Should it be‘proven
by more than one, the property‘would be equally
divided among'them. If the property were noﬁ
claimed ‘during a perid of five years, it would revert
in its entirety to Mr. Bretshaw. The little _prpperty
that the man possessed would hardly pay the burial
expenses, bﬁt Mr. Brentshaw goodnaturedly carried

out the request of the deceased.



It was soon discovered, however, that the
deceased owned an enormous amount of money and
property. Mr. Brentshaw immedistely began a drive
to prove that Mr. Gilson was an honest man, and
above reproach in every fespect. The newspapers

tookfup and and pictured the deceased as an upright
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and honérable citizen. A law was hastily passed by

‘the state.legislature»perpaining to the will, and.r
at the same time creatiné several lucrative offices,
and authorizing considerable expenditures for the
construction of bridges that were never to be built.

Applicants swarmed in to claim the money, but
Mr. Brentshaw bought off all witnesses and bribed
judges to such an extent that at the end of five
yeérs not a single contestant had gained a pennye.
But the struggle cost him his life.

In the last part of the éédfﬁfﬁierce cannot
resist 1nsert1ng-thelelementvof gruesome horro?,r
,He has the mentally unbalanced Brentshaw visit the
grave of Gilson during one of the ﬁorst storms in
the history of the town. Many of the coffins have

-~ been washed up, "about and among which the water
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gurgléd with low sobbings and stilly whispers."

The immortal part of the late Milton Gilson was seen
panning the dust in the exhumed coffins. The next
morning Mr. Brentshaw was found dead among the dead. .

Bierce pictures in this story the mere'ﬂagciéal~’fﬁ
nature oflman's outward reactibn toward the quééﬁibn
of right and wrong. He shows by concrete example
the direct control exercised by a men's pocketbook
over his -i1deas of ju;ﬁice and equity.

"A Jug of Sirup" is one of Blerce's best known
ghost stories, but is 1hcluded hereLmoéé]to show the
logical order in which he arranges such materlal,
which is generally discredited by the publlc at iarge.

First 1t is proved 1n‘detaii that the ¢entral
character; Silas Deemer, actually died and was duly
implanted in the ground; Bierée then proceeds in a
logical menner to show that Deemer was & man of
‘extraordinapily fixed hablts. For twenty-five years,
with the exception of Sundays, he had been seen
behind the counter of his store, and in ﬁo other
place. An anecdote 1s related which showed the
absolute régularity of Deemer's daily'schedule.
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over his account books deeply absorbed in his work.
The effect is startling. The timidvflee, the
skeptical walk slowly away, and the brave remain.

Aftef a time several of the hardier spirits
enter the store, and the rest can hear them stumbling
around inside cursing and shouting. The figure of
Silas Deemer 1s undisturbed; he continues his
methodical operation on his account boock. Finally
the crowd is drawn inside,pulled by a collective
mania, all except Alvin Creede. Then the light
goes out, and a terrific battle ensued among the
crazed mob, each trying $o meke his way °ut',]

The next day it was obvious that the vacant store
had been the scene of a terrific battle. When the
'account books were eiamined it was'discovefed that

the last entry was for t he day of Deemer's death!



With this out of the way Bierce goes back and
introduces Alvin Creede, a banker, and one of the
most respected citizens of the town; 1n short, a
man of undoubted veraclty. Creede aréives home one
moonlit night carrying a jug of sirup, as he thinks.
He puts it down on the veranda while he gets out
his keys to open the door. His wife comes to greet
him, and when he turns for the jug it is goﬁe;f~HiS'
wife asks him if he is sure he brought the sirup.

He then gives a detailed account of how he bought
it from Deemer, but stops mldway when he realizes
that Deemer has béeh dead for three months, and
that the stock in his store had been sold to a
competitore.

He 1s trying to rationalize the whole situation
when his little daughter comes in and asks if her
brother may have the‘little Jug when they are through
with it. The ghost is thus established and the
story of Creede's experience spreads through the
town. _ ‘

The next night a crowd in a half-believing state
of mind gathers before the store of the late Silas
Deemer. - Suddenly the séore 1s flooded with light,

and the figure of Silas Deemer can be seen bent -



CHAPTER III

Contributions

An age-o0ld fencing motto is:‘ To the heart:
always strike at the heart." Almost withoﬁt exception
Bierce makes a thrust at the 1nteliect. A notabls
exception will be treated later in connection with

his most famous longer work, The Monk and the

Hangman's Daughter.

Like a dealer in curios, he places his wares
before the public; merely as oddities and unnatural
specimeh, not as}sentimental and pathetic manifestations
of 1ife. With a smile, half skeptical and half
~eredulous, hé dispiays the abnormalities which he:! has
created. The sensation felt by the reader 1s comparable
to‘that.of a visitor in a morgue or a slaughter
house--physical, horrible, repulsive, but of the mind.
The death of fhe central character (and this occurs
in most of his short stories) is simply the death of
a person, and of no more significance than the death

of an animal.
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In many of Bierce's short stories the principal
characﬁer 1s a pathological case, very interesting
as a subject for pathological study--to be analyzed
and not sympathized with. Seldom does he exhibit
any sense of an‘appreciation of human values.
Humanity as a mass served as his background=--a
background before which one 1life was lived 1in a
death-grip of suspense. The suspense ends when the
character dies. |

 The men was an artist, cold, cynical, °
conscious of his art. He was bound by
'no rules: he was heeg%gss'sometimes
even of fundamentals.' e

Bierce was at odds with his environmqng_both in
a literary sense and in a moral sense. ;HQ;Wéﬁg%'w
perfectionist at a ﬁime when public and private morals
were af a new law. Since he was a man of 1ndomitable
will, it is not strange that he should rebel.
Unfortunately his rebellion was so complete that he seé

himself up as dictator, and as such lived in a little

world all his own.

20. P. L. Pattee. The Developmént of the American
Short Story. p, 304 -
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Bierce seems to have struck npon the new idea,
more from personal prejudice than otherwise, that a
short story need not have a love element. He held
that a love story should not be expected of the
short story writer, since it was unsulted to the
mechanics of this abbreviated literary form. There
1s much truth in this, as attested by some of the
best short stories that have ever been produced.v |
» It is perhaps not claiming too mach to say that
Bierce‘created the episodic short story. He tells
a story in a succession of relays, sometimes breaking
off far a generation or so, or reverting to an S
entirely different line of actlon. This is decldedly
the method of the novelist. Bierge puts his stories |
together in éebtions, liké a jigsaw puzzle. The

cracks and seams are disregarded; the wholeAisiqhat

matters. In.The,pevil!s Dictionary he defines the
novel as a "short story padded." He takes out the
padding in reverse order and makes a go of 1%,
succeeding all the while in his mailn endeavor to

create a vivid impression.



Bilerce's approach to the subjects for his
short steries wae impressionistic rather than
realistic. Every episode in hls stories was a
searchlight focussed on one point of interest, to
make one lasting impressien. To create this |
impression Bilerce sometimes went too far to
convince his readers, and as a result his effective-
ness was counteracted to a considerable extent. As
a general rule, however, he did not overshoot the
mark, but blended in the light and shade to get
just the right effect. His real power lay in the
fact that for the reader the story really beglns
where it ends, for his powers of insinuatlion and
suggestiveness continue to grip the mind long after
the reading has stopped. '

There is one story by Blerce which I feel
should be considered at length here, for‘it~1e“ee‘
utterly different from anything else he ever did
that some explanation should be offered. The

reference is to The Mark and the Hangman's Daughter,

a story approximately forty thousand words in length.
Its peculiarity rests not only in its length, but
in the subject treated and the intense human interest

which permeates the entire work.
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Dr. G. A. Danziger (Adolphe de Castro) claimed
that he (Danziger) translated the story from a
German original by He¥r Richard Vass. Sinece he did
not have an effective command of English, Danziger
asked Bierce to rework it for him for publication'in
America. This Bierce did, making considerable
changes in the text, particularly the ending;
Danziger insisted on a happy ending, butb Bierce
6bjected and the story was given a sad ending, which
was more in keeping with the general nature of the
story.
., Just how much 11berty Danzlger took with the
original, which 1s not extant, it is hard to say,
although he professed. to Blerce to take none. Just
how many changes Blerce made 1s equally harqcté i
determine. But this much is true, the stofy_is
. decidedly beyond tpgksgope of Danziger's other works,
and is unlike Bierce in the treatment of the ;ubject
matter and the deep play of emotions throughout the
story. If we give credit where credit is due,

Herr Richard Vass probably would recelve the greatest
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share. Bierce, himself, in the preface, glves most
of the credit to Vass and adds:
Wiy light opinion of the credit due
anyone else 1s attested by my retention
of Danziger's name on the title pags.
In this version the work that came
into my hands from his has been greatly
altered and extended.”

I am inclined to think that considerable changes
in the work were_made by Bierce, as can be seen in
the following selections chosen from various parts
of the story. Anyone familiar with Bierce would
have ho difficulty in recognizing them as his own.’

In the words of Brother Ambrosius as the troop
of monks journeyed over the mountain:

“These then, were the mountains of

which we had heard so much, and the

white firmament was nothing else than

the snowy summlt of the range--whilch

the Lutheirians say their faith can

remove. I greatly doubt it.” -
Bierce could never resist airing his views on religion,
which in any form he considered to be weakness and
i1gnorant superstition. The last two lines in the
above quotation is a sly blt of venom placed on the

lips of the priest.



Brother Ambrosius continues:

>¢Strengthening our hearts with spirits,

. 'we entered the narrow pass in prayer and

whispering anathemas against evile---"

The word spirits seems forced, indeed it seems to imply

ardent spirits. This is another subtle thrust at

religion and the prilesthood. |

At the great seasonal dance in the mountains
Ambrosius observes:

"I could see also how\amorously the

Saltmaster?!s son looked at the ladlses,

which provoked me very much, as he

‘gouldn't marry them all, especlally
those already married.”

The above observation of the monk reflects the small

esteem that Bierce placed on women. The meaningful

twist in the last line 1s charapteristic of Bierce.

At the same dance Ambrosius continues his
observations:

"Usually before drinking a young man

would hand his cup to one of the maids,

who barely touched 1t with her lips,
and, making a grimace, turned away her

face. I am not sufflciently acquainted

with the ways of women to say with
certainty if this proved that at other
times they were so abstémious."
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This 1is -another indirect thrust at women in general.
It shows a clever insinuation that is typical Bierce.
The monks were inordinately proud of their
skill in fishing, and the halls were cluttered with

enlarged ploctures of thelr catches:
"Below each picture the weight of the
monster and the date of 1its capture,
together with the name of the person
taking it, were inscribed in large
letters. I could not help interpreting
these records===-- as intimations to
all good Christians to pray for the
souls of those whose names were
enscribed."
This is a classical example of Bierce's subtle wit,
which all too often goes unnoticed. It is also
another reference to the insincerity of church
people in genersal.

It is to be regretted that Ambrose Blerce spent
about eighty per cent of his time in journalism,
which he rightly recognized to be one of the lower
forms of the literary art. Of Journalism he wrote
in one of his letters:

"/Tt7 is so low a thing that it may be
legitimately used as a means of reform

or a means of anythling deemed worthy
of accomplishing~=~-- Literature is an
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art;--—-- it is not a form of benevolence.
It has nothing to do with 'reform,' and
when used as a means of 'reform! suffers
accordingly and unjustly."2l
Paradoxically enough, Bierce cherished the highest
i1deals for the best type of literature, such as that
produced by Moliere, Shakespeare, Cervantes, or Goethe.
Yet he indulged 1n the brutal personal journalism of
the West G§ast, which could not under any circumstances
be considered literature. The truth of the matter is,
he was forced into 1t to earn a living, distasteful
as 1t may have been. As'a natural reaction his
perspective of American literature was unbalanced,
and he became intensely discouraged in regard to the
future of Aﬁerican letters. As a journalist, however,
he reigned supreme on the West Coast until bublic
sentimeht made personal and offensive journaliSm
unpopular.
If he were writing today he would find a market

for his works in most of the up-and-coming magazineé.

Even ten years later he would have had a much wider

21. B. C. Pope. Letters of Ambrose Bierce. p. 4.
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reading public than he enjoyed. Only recently one
of Bierce's works narrowly missed being published

in The Esquife magazine under the name of a

contemporary writer. It was happily recognized,
however, by one of the readers. Changes were made
immedlately and the story withdrawn.

Bierce was mede editor of the News Letter in

San Francisco in 1874, and editor of the Argonaut

in 1877, soon after his return from London. His
violent attacks upon the shams and hypocracies, both
political and religious, can be lllustrated best by
.examples.zz Under the column which he called "prattle, "
nearly every corrupt politiclan or religious leader

of his times received a verbal lashing at onevtime

or another. The following exerpt deals with Father
Egan's corrupt handling of the St. James Church
property: |

22. The following examples were taken from the
San Francisco News Letter, September 25, 1869,
before Bilerce was made editor.
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Moo But with his unfortunate habit of pra-
crastinatidn when ﬁoneygis ?o be paid, he
pocketed the same, reporting to the worthy
Bishop that he had paid it upon the mortgage;
yea; even unto the aforementioned mortgage.
Upon investigation this turned out to be a lie

--as have been intimated.! .
In another columm headed:

The Town Crier

"Hear the crier!" "What the devil art

thou?" "One that will play the devil,

Sir, with you." ‘
he wrote scathing articlés about public affairs, libeling
particularly crooks and cheap polliticians.

In a sectioﬁ called "Telegraphic Dottings" he was
closely akin to Walter Winchell. As a matter of fact,
Winchellluses~thersame technique a; Bierce, only with
léss freedom of expression. The following example will

clarify my statement:

". -. =-. Governor Walker of Virginia, is in-

augurated. There! That's the last we will



hear of him until he is arrested for stealing.
=+ = o ======The usual miners strike. - . = .
Grant in Wheeling. He put the wrong end of
his cipar in his mouth and has not spoken aA
word for a week. = . = . = ."

Under "Foreign News" are the following interesting

observations:

", -« ., . The Paraguay War is agaih ended.
-~ « = o Burlingame goes to Stockholm, thence
Schleswlig-Holstein, thence to Caparnaum, thence

to the Devil on a wild ass. = .= "

The above examples are arbitary selections, but they
should give some idea of Bierce;s journalistic technique.
Bierce's short stopies should be divorced from Bierce's
journalism. The one is a labor of love, and the other
is a labor of necessity. There 1s one thing remarkable,
however, about Bierce's journalism, and that is his total
abstenance from the use of alang, which he defined as "a
foul pool at which every dence fills his bucket and then

1"

sets up a fountain," or more emphatically, "the grunt

of the human hog (pignaramus intolerabilis) with an

audible memory." Cringing familiarity as "grinning



through a horse collar" was to him intolerable. In all
of his writings he never permitted himself to lose his
personal detatchinent from the subject treated. He was

truly a personal journalist with an impersonal technique.

With the possible exception of his short stories
Bierce's fame rests most securely in his epigrams. Two
gquotations from different contemporary authors will show

the divergence of opinions on the merits of Bierce's

eplgrams:

"Some of Bierce's short stories will undoubtly
survive, especially the war stories, but I be-

lieve that his most durable work lies among

his epigrams." 28
Another writer expresses his opinion thus:

"The Devil's Dictionary showed a mind nelther

agile nor incisive; the satiric definitions are

commonplace in substance and muddy in expressipn."25

23, From a letter written by Mr. H. L. Mencken to the author.
24, The Devil's Dictionary contains most of Bierce's epigrams.
25. Lewisohn, Expression in America, p. 319.
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It would be natural, perhaps, to teke an average between

these two extremés and let it go at that. But I take the

liberty to disagree with Mr. Lewisbln most strongly.

Bierce's epigrams are marvels 6f succinct wit, and they

are not "muddy in expression" except in very rare instances.
When one reads his epigrams he should remember that

Bierce's caustic defihitions are not only satirical, but

critical as well. As a matter of facﬁ, his real power as

a.critic 1s exemplified more in his epigrams and in his

letters than.in hié critical works. The'abrésive force

of his epigrams lays bare sensitive nerves that many people

with their heads in the sand would like to ignore. Bst

of his epigrams are not blanket accusation, but are directed

at the offehders; and in many cases there is remarkable

number of people offending. But some of his definitions

are purely the ironical observations of sa cynic; with

a general application. The following are a few choice

definitions taken from his Devil's Dictionarws

Admiration, n. our polite recognition of another's
resemblance in ourselves.
Adherent, n. A follower who has not as yet obtained

all that he expects to get.
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Adore, v. To venerate expectantly.
Clairvoyant, n. A person, commonly a women, who has
to see that which is invisible to
her patron--namely, that he is a
blockhead. |
Clergyman, n. A man who ﬁndertakes the management
of our spiritual affairs as a means
of bettering his temporal ones.
Court Fool, n. The plaintiff.
Defenseless, adj. Unable to attack.
Cynic,n. A blackguard whose faulty vision sees things
as they are and ﬁot as they ought to be = - =~ ;
Egotist, n. A person of low tastes, more interested
in himself than in me. |
Famous, Conspicuously miserable..
F&ith, Belief without evidence in what is told by one
| who épeaks without knowledge of things without

parallel.

Nothing tnuer can be said of Bierce's poetry than
his own stétement:
i "T gam not a poet but an abuser--that makes all

the differerce."<®

26. B. C. Pope, Letters of Ambrose Bierce, p. 14.




Notwithstanding this statement, however, he harkored
some well-defined ideas about poetry, and considered him-
self somewhat of an authority as a critic and as a composer.

The bulk of'his poems, published in two volumes:

Shapes of Clay and Black Beetles in Amber deal with per-

sons and things common to the people of Cglifornia during
his times; Naturally an attempt to find an iﬁterested
public at a later date or in a different 1ocali£y would
prove-fatal; But in spite of this obvious difficulty
Bierce somehow resented the public's lack of interest in
his poetical works. Ag has been mentioned before, he
lacked that depth of feeling and human touch so necessarj
for the pruduction of poetry that will stand the test of
time. His approach to poetry was much the same as his
approach to the short story, but here his mechanlcal
perfection defeated its own purpose. The short story,
particularly the type written by Blerce, can stand an
objective treatment. But poetry, to be full of meaning
and to have at the same time the personal toﬁch, must be
handled subjecfively. This was apparently beyond Bierce's.
scope,_hence the principal reason for his failure as a
poet.

Dr. De Castro had made out a rather wordy case for

the merits of Bierce's sentimental poetry. And Mr. George
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Sterling, who received much critical help from Bierce, was
more or less positive in his praise. It might be inter-
esting to note the poems selected by Mr. Sterling as the
best. They are:. "Geotheos", "T. A. H.," "Presentment,"
"Death of Grant," "Another Way," "Reminded," and "Invoca-
tion." |

I see nothing to recommend any of these poems. "Not
a single one of them can boast any semblance to "a épon-
taneous overflow of powerful feeiings." The following

example from "Geotheos" is typical of most of his sentimen-

tal poetry:

"ps sweet as the looks of a lover
Saluting the eyes of a maid
Thaﬁ blossom to blue as the maid
Is ablush to the glances above her,
The sunshine is guilding the glade

And 1ifting the lark out of shade."’

His satiric verses make good reading today, especially

those poems dedicated to persons of some prominence in

27, Quoted from C. H. Grattan, Bister Bierce, p. 192.




-C3=

days gone by. But the sheer vindictive force of some of
the poems has aen intrinsic value of its own, and is well
worth reading even in ignorancé of the person involved.
We could hardly say, however, that these poems possess

any pretense at literary merit: To cite a few examples:

Rejectedzsy

. When Dr. Charles O'Donnell died

They sank a box with him inside.

The plate with his initials three

Was simply graven -- "C. 0. D."

That night two demons of the pit

Adoun the coal-hole shunted it.

Ten million million leagues it fell,

Alighting at the gate of Hell.

o8, Ambrose Bierce, Black Beetles in Amber, p.l157.°
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Nick looked upon it with surprise

A night--storm darkening his eyes.

WTheylve sent this rubbish C. O. De--

T111 never pay a cent!" said he.

I take the liberty to quote the following Vers de
Socibtd as selected by Grattan.Z? They make wonderfiully -

smooth reading, and approach as near to humpp as Bierce

ever does:

Not Guilty .

"] gaw your cherms in another's arms,"
Said a Grecian swain with his blood a=-boil;
"pnd he kissed you fair as he held you theére,

& willing bird in a serpent's coil."

The maid looked up from the cinctured cup
Wherein she was crushing the berries red,
Pain and surprise in her honest eyes--

"It was only one o' those gods," she said.

29, Grattan, Bitter Bierce, p. 193
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A treatment of Bierce's critical works would of neces-

'gity touch everything he wrote except his short stories,
..and even here he is critical to some extent. Most of his
powers of criticism were directed against current evils
of his time, in which cgtegory of evils were included
fools, litérary pretenderg, publishers, crooked politicians,
and corruptions of all types. A great deal of his criti-
cisms-wére’just, but all too often his castigations were
‘severe, and ouf of all proportion to the offense.

’Asva,literary critic Bierce exchanged his pen for a
scalpel, and he dug for the root of the evil. He ceuld
discover faults that no other critic had even the remotest
idea existed. The best of his criticisms, however, are
to be found in his letters, more specifically those let-
ters written«ﬁo’George Sterling and a rather limited circle
of his other protééég;ywl have noted that Bierce entertained
an unusually high ideal for literature at its best, as
divorced from journalisih. The following excerptsgaken'
from his letters will adequatély show his exalted views

on literature:

30. George Sterling, "A Memoir of Ambrose Bierce,"

preface to The letters of Ambrose Bierce.
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"Literature and art are about all the world
really cares for in the end; those who msake them
are not without justification in regarding them-

selves as masters in the house of 1ifevand all

others as their servitors."

No greater tribute could be paid to literature then
this. It is hard to appreciate his ideals in this res-
‘pect unless we realize that throughout his life Bierce
was forced to earn his living by participating in the
form of\yellow journalism of which he had an inherent
antipathy. ‘As a sequel to the above quotation it might

be well to add ancther taken:from his article, "To Train

A Writer:"

M (fhe apprentice) should = = = - = forget that
| he is an American aﬁd remember that he is a man.
------- 'In the virtues, so-called, he
should discern only the rough notes of a
general expediency = = - - = = and it would be
needful that he know and have an ever-present
consciousness that this is a world of fools end

rogues, blind with superstitions; tormented with



envy, consumed with vanity, selfish, false,

cruel, cursed with 1llusions--froth1ng mad!"

Here he starts off calmly enough, but he allows him-
self to be worked up to an incohgruous final climactic
sentence. This is entirely unnecessary and constitues
one of the chilf objections to a considerable body of his
work. He underestimates the"ability_of the feader to
gét his point, and triesto register by a final knock-out
blow. Much of the effectiveness is too often rendered
pallid and in31pid by making the point too obvious.

Bierce had s violent dislike for slang 1nany-form,
‘and particularly of dialect. This, perhaps, explained to

some’ extent his strong antipabhy for Burns, about whom

he writes:

T He has not not, I think, been trans-
1ated into English, and I do not (that is, I
can but will not) read that gibberish. I read
Burns once--that was once too many times; but
happily it was before I knew any better, and

so my time, being worthless, was not wasted."51

31. B. C. Pope, The Letters of Ambrose Bierce, p. 20.



It is needless to say that this criticism of Burns
is narrow, damning the fine emotional gpirit of his
works solely to gratify a taste hostile to dialect. Then,
too, he triés_to measure Burns according to American
standards of literary expression, which weré perhaps on
a lower level. DBierce has his point, however, if his
views are acceptgd soleyy from the point of view of one
who leves pure English. |

For Homer and other truly great writers Bierce had
most prodound respect. Yet 1t is generally conceded by
those who have made a study of Bierce that he wés not a
learned man. I agree with this view; nevertheless I think
he deserves credit for his respect for learning. The
following example, taken from a letter to George Sterling,

bear directly upon the subject:

"y favority translation of Homer is that of
Pope, of whom it is the present tendency to
speak désparagingly, as it is of Byron. I
know all that can be said against them, and
say scme of it myself, but I wishAthat their
detractives hgd a little of their brain. - -

- - I hold (with Pde) that there is no such thing

as a long poems n32

32. Ibid, p. 93



The last sentence in the abo¥e quotation is signifi-
cant, forrit accounts, in é measure, for his lack of suc~-
cuss. Té‘him any long-drawn-out piece of work was un-
bearably tedious. And with the exception of The Mon&':..:

and The Hangman's Daughter, he never indulged in such.

The public of Bierce's day demanded sentimental novels,
and nct epiéodic short stories. Now, as it éppears, the
tendency has been reversed.

Bierce was never without knowledge of how thé public
would react to a given situation. "To be forewarned,"
then, should have resulted in "forearming:" But he
either 1acked the armor;lor showed a haughty, disdaln
to use it. The public should be brought around to his
wéy of thinking. Compromisingvnever'qccyrédﬁto him.

Concluding the chapter on contributions I include
a brief resﬁﬁg?bf ﬁhe things Bierce has given to the
American short story, and some of the things he had done
in other fields of the literary world. Some of them may
have been duplicated by other writers, and to them due
credit should be giyen. Space, howeVer,'precludes any
extensive parallels orvcomparisons. .

Bierce brought into his short storles the element of

pathology, which he treated objectively. He was among the

first, if not the first, to hold that the short story need
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not have a love element. He created the episodic short
story, which hé told in relays. He held that the short
story and the novel were éssentially the same. This,
of course, is the opposite of the view held by Poe and
the public in general. Bierce left out of his gtories
the element of human interest, held to be necessary in
the writing of short storiles. |

A notable contribution made by Bierce 18 his Devil's

Dictionary, a book of cynical definitions which is il-

luminating, although prejudiced.

As a critic Blerce was too dogmatic and dictatorial;
and as a poet he had power, but lacked feelings.

In conclusion it should be added that while Bierce
is not a great writer, when compared with the really great,
he has a peculiar fascination for a select group of readers.
And his feme will live more by change then by any general |
public scclaim. Like many others, I first became acquaintgd
with him purely by accident. Since then I have come to
know him better through desire.

Oof the scores of people I have asked to give thelr
reaction to Bierce, scarcely more than a half ddzen pro;\
fessed any knowledge that such s person ever existed. |

This myjch I noticed: All of the people who knew him had
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read more than one of his books, and expressed a desire
to know more about him. Thus I predict a samll, obscure,

but permanent place for Ambrose Bierce in American literature.
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