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The Literary Movements of Ambrose Bierce

Ambrose Bierce was involved with a number of literary movements.  Bierce was also a founder of the naturalist movement with his pessimistic attitude toward life and the universe.  He was considered a romanticist for his gothic themes, often dealing with the death and supernatural.  He was also involved in the realism movement as an oppositional force disgusted by its use of slang and mundane topics.

Bierce was a founder of the naturalist movement, a movement founded on the idea of the universe being a cold and indifferent if not hostile place.  Larzer Ziff, argued that “Bierce’s tone was a natural outgrowth of a personality so shocked by war that it held itself together only by the compulsive demonstration that meaningless slaughter contained all the meaning there was” (95).  As noted by George Snell, all his stories dealt with the “bleak gloomy or horrible aspects of life” and Donald Sidney-Fryer described his “bests works” as “harsh unyielding, and even cold” (86)(97).  His works, according to Vincent Starret, inspired noted naturalist author Stephen Crane in his works, such as The Red Badge of Courage (90).  

Bierce wasn’t limited in taking the pessimistic side.  In “The Devil’s Dictionary” he showed how practically everything is detrimental to the individual.  He disparaged nature, defining an accident as “an inevitable occurrence due to the action of the immutable natural laws”(192).  He derided human justice, declaring Impunity to be “Wealth”(270).  He also showed humanity’s hypocrisies with describing Impiety as “Your irreverence to my deity.”  He viewed everything and everyone as greedy and uncaring and self-righteous.  

Bierce’s naturalist view is also exemplified by his short story, “Chickamauga.”  It starts out with a deaf mute boy out at play when he comes across a group of wounded and mutilated men.  Not knowing of what really occurred he was amused by their behavior.  This is shown in the below passage:

           All their faces [the soldiers’] were singularly white and many were

           streaked and coated with red.  Something in this – something too perhaps,

           in their grotesque attitudes and movements – reminded him [the boy] of

           the painted clown whom he had seen last summer in the circus and he

           laughed as we watched them. (20-21)

While marching in front of the soldiers he noticed many of them collapsing on the field or drowning in creek.  So “in despair he flung his sword [wooden stick] – a surrender to the superior forces of nature.” (23) Then comes to his burning house to see the mutilated remains of his mother.  Clearly the boy, soldiers, and mother were all victims of such a callous and cruel world.

Bierce was considered a romantic.   According to Stuart C. Woodruff, Bierce couldn’t reconcile the differences between his “rational self” and his “imaginative idealistic self” and he used this rational/romantic conflict to create his cynical works (93). According to Donald Sidney Fryer, Bierce’s “vividly colored imagery” is partly originated from Poe and other romantics.  Romanticism had an impact on Bierce especially their usage of the gothic and Supernatural.

As Philip M. Ruebens stated, Bierce used many common gothic elements including his usage of the supernatural and curses as well as gothic characterizations, setting and narrative techniques (95).  He also claimed that characters in Bierce’s works react with an “exaggeration of normal emotions to their “gothic world of horror and terror.”  This is another example of reality vs. romance.  Another example, as Robert McLean explained, is how Bierce’s tales of the supernatural came with hints to a rational ending without detracting from the supernatural effect.  Bierce also diverges from other gothic writers by eschewing supernatural in some stories while retaining the gothic style.  Vincent Starret noted that in “Chickamauga” although there is nothing supernatural to it, it still “probes the very depths of material horror (89).  Furthermore, his narrative style in his stories has the gothic elements as noted by Philip M Rubens of “extending the protagonist’s quandary into the reader’s mind,” “abrupt transitions, discursive presentation of events, and reliance on psychological time.”  These elements are still present in his stories not dealing with the supernatural giving it a Gothic demeanor.

Another example of Bierce’s romantic tendencies is seen in An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge.”  The protagonist, Peyton Farquhar is a confederate civilian caught by union troops.  As he is being hanged off the Owl Creek Bridge, the rope snaps and he is plunged into the waters below.  After a tiring, painful, and exhausting run from pursuing union troops.  He finally reaches home and sees his wife.  The story ends like this:

          Ah, how beautiful she is!  He springs forward with extended arms.  As he is

          about to clasp her he feels a stunning blow upon the back of the neck; a 

          blinding white light blazes all about him with the shock of a cannon – then 

          all is darkness and silence!

          Peyton Farquhar was dead; his body, with a broken neck, swung gently   

          from side to side beneath the timbers of the Owl Creek Bridge. (17-18)

This story shows the true conflict between his cold rational mind and his idealistic heart.  The romantic notion of defying death and being with those who he loves, is snapped away.  Try as he might lucky as he might be, Peyton was shown that the only permanence is in his unavoidable death.  Not only does the story look at the gothic ideas but the fallacy of other more optimistic romanticists.  This combination of gothic romanticism vs. the more optimistic idealistic romanticism is seen in his works.     

Ambrose Bierce was also involved in the realistic movement as an opposing force.  In “The Devil’s Dictionary” defined realism as “The art of depicting nature as it is seen by toads, the charm suffusing a landscape painted by a mole, or a story written by a measuring worm” (363).  As a romanticist he wrote about the unusual, fantastic and abnormal and despised those who wrote about the everyday, Additionally Bierce detested the realistic writers usage of slang and colloquialisms.  As Jesse Bier noted,  “He was firmly…opposed to the realistic, colloquial speech…, and therefore avoided the humor of slang” as he found it to be “unliterary, commercial and cheap” (338).  He felt that their use of slang was a sort of literary cheating; it was stealing the humor of someone else.  This is shown by his definition of slang as “The grunt of the human hog (Pignoramus intolerabilis) with an audible memory.  The speech of one who utters with his tongue what he thinks with his ear, and feels the pride of a creator in accomplishing the feat of a parrot.  A means (under Providence) of setting up wit without a capital of sense” (303).  Bierce felt that the realistic writers were not intelligent or creative, but merely putting previously heard slang in a book and passing it off as an original work.  Additionally, Ziff Larzer has noted that Bierce was further disgusted by how realism, “presented the commonplace in terms of some immediately recognizable casual pattern” (95).  These three perceived flaws of realism, the uncreativeness of slang, the writing of the common, and the obvious plot line all led to Bierce’s rejection and hatred toward the literary movement.

Bierce was involved in a multitude of literary movements.  He was a founder of the naturalist movement, as shown by his generally pessimistic stories, and view of the universe as a cold and hostile place as well as his inspiration of other naturalist authors such as Stephen Crane.  He was inspired by the romanticists, particularly in their use of imagery and gothic elements.  Also, as Philip M Rubens noted, he couldn’t separate “harsh reality” with his romantic “idealistic dreams” and the resulting conflict led to his gothic interests (96).  Bierce was also a detractive figure in the realistic movement with his objections to the realistic movement’s usage of slang and colloquialisms, everyday topics and the uncreative plotlines.  In Bierce’s work we can clearly see that all three movements, romanticism, naturalism and realism all had a significant impact on Bierce.
