PAGE  
10

Ambrose (Gwinett) Bierce
Known As: Bierce, Ambrose Gwinett; Grile, Dod; Bowers, J. Milton, Mrs.; Herman, William; Bierce, Ambrose 
  American Writer ( 1842 - 1914 ? ) 
Source: Contemporary Authors Online. Detroit: Gale, 2003. From Literature Resource Center. 
Document Type: Biography 
Bookmark: Bookmark this Document 
Full Text: COPYRIGHT 2010 Gale, Cengage Learning 
Updated:10/28/2003
 

PERSONAL INFORMATION:
Family: Born June 24, 1842, in Horse Cave Creek, Meigs County, OH; disappeared in Mexico while acting as an observer of that country's civil war, c. January 1, 1914; son of Marcus Aurelius (a journeyman farmer) and Laura (Sherwood) Bierce; married Mary Ellen (Mollie) Day, December 25, 1871 (separated, 1891; divorced, 1904; died, 1904); children: Day (son; killed, 1889), Leigh (son; died, 1901), Helen. Education: Attended Kentucky Military Institute. Hobbies and other interests: Hiking in search of arrowheads; communing with nature; cycling. Memberships: Bohemian Club, Army-Navy Club.

 

CAREER:
Short-story writer, novelist, journalist, poet, essayist, and critic. Worked variously as printer's apprentice for the antislavery newspaper Northern Indianan, c. 1857-59; night watchman and memorandum clerk for the U.S. Sub-Treasury in San Francisco, CA, beginning 1867; writer, columnist, and managing editor for San Francisco News Letter and California Advertiser, c. 1867-72; assay branch worker for the U.S. Mint, c. 1876; manager-overseer of mine in Black Hills of South Dakota for several months in 1881; Washington, DC, correspondent for New York American, 1898-1909. Military service: U.S. Army, 1861-67; enlisted as private; became first lieutenant and acting topographical engineer; served with the Ninth Indiana Infantry Regiment as a drummer boy and Buell's Army of the Ohio; saw action in campaigns at Shiloh, Stone's River, Chickamauga, Missionary Ridge, Kennesaw Mountain, Franklin, Nashville, and Atlanta; brevetted to major after the American Civil War; then served in Selma, AL, as guardian of seized and abandoned property; later joined Major General William B. Hazen in mapping expedition from Omaha, NE, to San Francisco, CA.

 

WORKS: 

WRITINGS BY THE AUTHOR:

· (Under pseudonym Dod Grile) Nuggets and Dust Panned out in California (sketches), collected and loosely arranged by J. Milton Sloluck, Chatto & Windus, 1872.

· (Under pseudonym Dod Grile) The Fiend's Delight (sketches), A. L. Luyster, 1873.

· (Under pseudonym Dod Grile) Cobwebs from an Empty Skull (fables and tales; originally appeared in Fun), illustrated with engravings by the Dalziel brothers, Routledge, 1874.

· The Lantern, illuminated by Faustin, A. Wilcox, 1874.

· (With Thomas A. Harcourt, under joint pseudonym William Herman) The Dance of Death (satire), privately printed, 1877, corrected and enlarged edition, Henry Keller, 1877.

· (Under pseudonym Mrs. J. Milton Bowers) The Dance of Life, 1877.

· Tales of Soldiers and Civilians (short stories; includes "An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge"), E. L. G. Steele, 1891, published as In the Midst of Life: Tales of Soldiers and Civilians, Chatto & Windus (London), 1892, revised and enlarged edition, Putnam (New York, NY), 1898.

· Black Beetles in Amber (poetry), Western Authors Publishing, 1892.

· (Adapter with Adolphe Danziger De Castro) Richard Voss, The Monk and the Hangman's Daughter (novel), translated by Gustav Adolph Danzinger, illustrated by Theodor Hampe, F. J. Schulte, 1892.

· Can Such Things Be? (short stories), Cassell, 1893.

· Fantastic Fables (satire), Putnam, 1899.

· Shapes of Clay (poetry), W. E. Wood, 1903.

· The Cynic's Word Book (satire), Doubleday, 1906, published as The Devil's Dictionary, volume 7 of The Collected Works of Ambrose Bierce, Neale, 1911, selections published as Diabolical Definitions; A Selection from the Devil's Dictionary of Ambrose Bierce, edited with an introduction by C. Merton Babcock, with illustrations by Stanley Wyatt, Peter Pauper Press (Mount Vernon, NY), 1970.

· A Son of the Gods and A Horseman in the Sky, introduction by W. C. Morrow, P. Elder, 1907.

· The Shadow on the Dial and Other Essays, edited by S. O. Howes, A. M. Robertson, 1909, revised as Antepenultimata, volume 11 of The Collected Works of Ambrose Bierce, Neale, 1912.

· Write It Right: A Little Blacklist of Literary Faults, (essay), Neale, 1909.

· The Collected Works of Ambrose Bierce, Volume 1: Ashes of the Beacon, The Land Beyond the Blow, For the Ahkoond, John Smith Liberator, Bits of Autobiography; Volume 2: In the Midst of Life; Volume 3: Can Such Things Be?, The Ways of Ghosts, Soldier-Folk, Some Haunted Houses; Volume 4: Shapes of Clay, Some Antemortem Epitaphs, The Scrap Heap; Volume 5: Black Beetles in Amber, The Mummery, On Stone; Volume 6: The Monk and the Hangman's Daughter, Fantastic Fables, Aesopus Emendatus, Old Saws with New Teeth, Fables in Rhyme; Volume 7: The Devil's Dictionary; Volume 8: Negligible Tales, The Parenticide Club, The Fourth Estate, The Ocean Wave, On with the Dance!, Epigrams; Volume 9: Tangential Views; Volume 10: The Opinionator, The Reviewer, The Controversialist, The Timorous Reporter, The March Hare; Volume 11: Antepenultimata; Volume 12: In Motley, Kings of Beasts, Two Administrations; Miscellaneous, Neale, 1909-12.

· Letters of Ambrose Bierce, edited by Bertha Clark Pope, Book Club of California, 1922.

· Twenty-one Letters of Ambrose Bierce, edited by Samuel Loveman, G. Kirk, 1922.

· The Eyes of the Panther, introduced by Martin Armstrong, J. Cape (London), 1928.

· An Invocation by Ambrose Bierce, critical introduction by George Sterling, explanation by Oscar Lewis, J. H. Nash, 1928.

· Battle Sketches, illustrated by Thomas Derrick, First Edition Club, 1930.

· Battlefields and Ghosts, edited by Hartley E. Jackson and James D. Hart, Harvest Press, 1931.

· Selections from Prattle by Ambrose Bierce, foreword by Joseph Henry Jackson, compiled by Carroll D. Hall, Book Club of California, 1936.

· Collected Writings, edited by Clifton Fadiman, Citadel Press, 1946.

· Ambrose Bierce's Civil War, edited and introduced by William McCann, H. Regnery Co., 1956.

· The Sardonic Humor of Ambrose Bierce, edited by George Barkin, Dover, 1963.

· Enlarged Devil's Dictionary, with 851 Newly Discovered Words and Definitions, edited by Ernest Jerome Hopkins, Doubleday, 1967.

· The Ambrose Bierce Satanic Reader: Selections from the Invective Journalism of the Great Satirist, edited by Hopkins, Doubleday, 1968.

· The Complete Short Stories of Ambrose Bierce, edited by Hopkins, Doubleday, 1970.

· Skepticism and Dissent: Selected Journalism from 1898-1901, edited with an introduction by Lawrence I. Berkove, Delmas (Ann Arbor, MI), 1980.

· Seven Fables, illustrated by Louise Lafond, Press at Colorado College (Colorado Springs), 1986.

· The Civil War Short Stories of Ambrose Bierce, compiled with a foreword by Ernest Jerome Hopkins, University of Nebraska Press (Lincoln), 1988.

· Great Short Stories of the World: Thirty Classic Tales, edited by Lois Hill, Avenel Books (New York, NY), 1991.

· Poems of Ambrose Bierce, edited and introduced by M. E. Grenander, University of Nebraska Press, 1995.

· The Moonlit Road, and other Ghost and Horror Stories, Dover Publications (Mineola, NY), 1998.

· A Sole Survivor: Bits of Autobiography, edited by S. T. Joshi and David E. Schultz, University of Tennessee Press (Knoxville, TN), 1998.

· The Collected Fables of Ambrose Bierce, edited, with introduction and commentary, by S. T. Joshi, Ohio State University Press (Columbus, OH), 2000.

· The Fall of the Republic and Other Political Satires, edited by S. T. Joshi and David E. Schultz, University of Tennessee Press (Knoxville, TN), 2000.

· The Unabridged Devil's Dictionary, edited by S. T. Joshi and David E. Schultz, University of Georgia Press (Athens, GA), 2000.

· Phantoms of a Blood-Stained Period: The Complete Civil War Writings of Ambrose Bierce, edited by Russell Duncan and David J. Klooster, University of Massachusetts Press (Amherst, MA), 2002.

· Shadows of Blue and Gray: The Civil War Writings of Ambrose Bierce, edited by Brian M. Thomsen, Tom Doherty Associates (New York, NY), 2002.

· A Much Misunderstood Man: Selected Letters of Ambrose Bierce, edited by S. T. Joshi and David E. Schultz, Ohio State University Press (Columbus, OH), 2003.

Contributor to British magazines Fun, Figaro, and Hood's Comic Annual, c. 1872-75; writer, 1876-1886, and editor, 1880-1886, for San Francisco's Wasp; columnist for San Francisco Examiner, 1887-1898; also wrote for the Californian, Golden Era, Argonaut, Cosmopolitan, and New York Journal.
 

MEDIA ADAPTATIONS:
Bierce's short story "An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge" was adapted as a French film in 1962, directed by Robert Enrico and broadcast on The Twilight Zone, in 1963.

BIOGRAPHICAL ESSAY:
Within the last two decades Ambrose Bierce has begun to attract the scholarly attention his work deserves. For example, Brigid Brophy remarked in 1973 that those who were ignorant of literary history were hailing postmodern writers for their startling innovations, unaware of the fact that Bierce had done--and done better--the same kind of thing a century ago. Brophy's aperçu holds not only for Bierce's fiction but for his methodological works as well. Thus the distinction between criticism and literary theory which is so marked a feature of the contemporary intellectual scene is one that Bierce had already made. Since he eschewed the former to concentrate on the latter at a time when it had not yet become a flourishing industry, his writings on that subject attracted little attention in his own day. Now, however, it is time to recognize the sound theoretical basis on which Bierce's short stories are discussed by such modern writers as Carlos Fuentes , Brophy, Jorge Luis Borges, Julio Cortázar, and Ryunosuke Akutagawa.

Ambrose Gwinnett Bierce was born to Marcus Aurelius and Laura Sherwood Bierce in Meigs County, Ohio, in 1842, but his family soon moved to northern Indiana. His limited formal schooling included a brief stint at the Kentucky Military Institute, but it was his four years as a Union soldier in the Civil War that constituted his real education. An abolitionist even while he was still in high school, he enlisted in 1861 as a private in the Ninth Indiana Infantry Regiment. His promotion was rapid. By the time he was demobilized in 1865 as a staff topographical officer--after seeing frontline service in some of the most famous battles of the war, including Shiloh, Stones River, Chickamauga, and Kennesaw Mountain--he had achieved the rank of first lieutenant (he was brevetted to major in 1867).

He considered and rejected professional service in the army, then settled in San Francisco to begin a journalistic career. By 1868 he had become an editor for the San Francisco News Letter and California Advertiser , and by 1871 he was contributing his "Grizzly Papers" and other items to Bret Harte's Overland Monthly. On 25 December 1871 he married Mary Ellen (Mollie) Day, and the two went off to England for three years, from 1872 to 1875, where their first two children, Day and Leigh, were born. Bierce immediately embarked on a successful journalistic career in London, writing for both Fun and Figaro. Under the pseudonym "Dod Grile" he also published his first three books in England, all of which were gleanings from his periodical writings: The Fiend's Delight (1873), Nuggets and Dust Panned Out in California (1873), and Cobwebs from an Empty Skull (1874). Mollie, whose life abroad was a good deal lonelier than her husband's, sailed for home with their two young sons in April 1875 for what was planned as a visit. She was pregnant, but Bierce, unaware of her condition, eagerly anticipated her return. When he learned that a third child was expected, however, he, too, left England. He arrived in San Francisco in early October, and the Bierces' only daughter, Helen, was born late that month.

Faced with the problem of earning a living, Bierce got a job in the United States Mint. But in 1877 he became associate editor of the Argonaut; and in the same year he and a friend, Thomas A. Harcourt, writing under the name "William Herman," published a hoax purporting to be an attack on the waltz, The Dance of Death. These activities were not very remunerative, however, and, in an effort to establish a sounder financial footing for his family, Bierce served a brief stint as manager of an ill-starred gold-mining company in the Dakota Territory. When this venture collapsed, he returned to San Francisco and became editor of the Wasp.

His personal life during the next few years was marked by tragedy. In 1888 he and Mollie separated, apparently because he had discovered some indiscreet letters an admirer had sent her. The next year an even heavier blow fell. Sixteen-year-old Day was killed, along with his rival, in a gun duel over a girl. In 1901 the second son, Leigh, a New York newspaperman, died of pneumonia; and in 1905 Ambrose and Mollie Bierce were finally divorced, after seventeen years of separation.

But Bierce's literary career had taken a dramatic leap forward in 1887 when he accepted a very inviting offer from the young William Randolph Hearst to join the staff of the powerful and respected San Francisco Examiner. From 1895 to 1898 he wrote several articles opposing Hearst's position on the Spanish-American problem. But he joined forces with his employer when Hearst sent him to Washington, D.C., in 1896 to head a lobby opposing congressional passage of Collis Huntington's funding bill for the Central and Southern Pacific railroads. The bill was defeated, largely through Bierce's efforts, and he returned to San Francisco in 1896. His connection with Hearst, in one capacity or another, continued until 1909, when he resigned to devote full time to preparing his collected works.

He had continued to produce a stream of books composed of selections from his journalism. These included his famous short stories, which appeared eventually as In the Midst of Life (1892) and Can Such Things Be? (1893), as well as satirical verse, Black Beetles in Amber (1892) and Shapes of Clay (1903). Fantastic Fables appeared in 1899 and The Shadow on the Dial, a volume of essays edited by S. O. Howes, in 1909. The Cynic's Word Book, a collection of acerbic definitions, came out in 1906; it was revised and published under the title by which it is now known, The Devil's Dictionary, in The Collected Works of Ambrose Bierce (1909-1912). He also published a small volume on stylistics that is still valuable, Write It Right, which first appeared in 1909 and which has been republished many times. One of the most controversial of the volumes with which Bierce's name is associated was not really by him at all: The Monk and the Hangman's Daughter (1892), originally a short novel by Richard Voss, Der Mönch von Berchtesgaden (1891). A young German-Jewish dentist, Dr. Gustav Adolf Danziger (who later changed his name to Adolphe de Castro), made a rough translation of it which he brought to Bierce for improvement. Bierce rewrote the story from Danziger's manuscript; and, after appearing serially in 1891 in the San Francisco Examiner, it came out in book form in 1892. The only changes from Voss's original, however, were unimportant deletions and additions, plus an ironic conclusion. In 1902 Danziger signed over all his rights in the book to Bierce, who included it in his Collected Works, with a note indicating that credit really belonged to Voss.

No single volume of Bierce's writings was devoted to literary theory. But he wrote a number of essays on the subject which later appeared in The Collected Works, primarily in volume 10; and he implemented his ideas in his relations with other writers. On the West Coast, even before his association with Hearst, he had become a literary panjandrum who was eagerly sought out by young authors of middling talent: Charles Warren Stoddard , Gertrude Atherton , Herman Scheffauer, and George Sterling , among others. He was a born pedagogue and expended much time and energy in helping aspiring writers whom he deemed worthy of assistance. One of the most poignant of these episodes involved his care in tutoring a deprived young deaf woman of eager ambition but no great ability, Lily Walsh, who died before she was able to achieve much in response to his friendly encouragement.

He was particularly interested in the work of promising poets. Of these, Sterling was undoubtedly closest to him personally; yet late in life Bierce also did what he could to further the career of one whose fame would eventually far overshadow Sterling's: Ezra Pound . Although Bierce never met the poet, Pound's father sent him some manuscripts written by his talented son, including "Ballad of the Goodly Fere." Bierce realized that any modern ballad must of necessity be an imitation of what was once for primitive people a natural form, but he was much impressed by Pound's poem. His letters to friends in 1910 praising the ballad and his attempts to get it published in the United States before it was withdrawn reveal him to have been one of the earliest of those who recognized Pound's genius.

As Bierce's fame grew, however, the authors who approached him, including H. L. Mencken , were motivated more by admiration for his own writing than by a desire to get help with theirs. Among these critics were Brander Matthews , Hamlin Garland , William Dean Howells , and, especially, Percival Pollard . But their interest in his work was not always reciprocated, for reasons which become clear in the light of literary history.

Bierce lived and wrote during the period when realism, with its emphasis on the sublunary events of everyday life, was at its height. Howells--who considered Bierce one of the six leading men of letters in America--was the foremost avatar of this movement. Bierce, however, detested realism. Some of his arguments against it were soon to be taken up by the naturalists. He believed that Howells and his followers tried to make the usual happenings in the lives of usual people the basis of probability in their fiction even though admittedly they dealt with not what actually happened but what might happen. On the other hand, they did not go so far as to address the strange and the unusual, for fictional purposes, even when they found it in fact. Thus their "realism" was an extremely circumscribed one. They based their fiction on "life," then equated life not with the whole range of human experience but with a narrow and prosaic segment of it: the ordered and routine phases in the existence of persons who normally led ordered and routine lives. The bizarre and the exotic were rigidly excluded. Bierce frequently pointed out that many strange happenings occurred which were not utilized by the writers who supposedly were basing their fiction on fact. He cited, for example, the case of an ingenious suicide which actually occurred at a San Francisco wharf, but which would have been rejected by the realists as violently improbable ("The Short Story"). Although his arguments on this score would have been welcomed by writers such as Frank Norris and Theodore Dreiser , Bierce was not a naturalist. Nor, despite his admiration for Edgar Allan Poe and Nathaniel Hawthorne , was he a romantic. Rather, he belonged to a movement more or less contemporaneous with realism and naturalism which literary historians have only recently begun to analyze: impressionism, whose tenets he shared with Henry James and Anton Chekhov. It must be confessed, however, that he himself mistakenly equated James with Howells, without seeming to have read much of James's work. There is no indication that he was familiar with Chekhov at all. Consequently the traits he shared with them must be attributed to a common reaction to their zeitgeist rather than to a cross-fertilization of ideas.

Impressionism, as interpreted by Bierce, rested on epistemological foundations directly contravening those of both the realists and even the naturalists. Instead of representing a stable, objective reality--however broadly it was conceived--the impressionists believed that any external object or event could be known only through the awareness of a perceiver. Since different perceivers might have different perceptions, the external world--what Thomas Carlyle and Ralph Waldo Emerson called the "NOT ME"--would appear different to different people.

Moreover, not only external objects and events, but the very forms through which intelligence operates--space and time--were also in a constant state of flux and varied with the interpreter. Consequently a period of time which passed very quickly for one person could stretch out enormously for another. Bierce presented this idea theoretically in "The Chair of Little Ease," where he noted that an "unnatural exaltation of the senses" might commute a moment "into unthinkable cycles of time." The slowing up of subjective time might also be accompanied by the expansion or contraction of space, depending upon the perceptions of an observer. In Bierce's famous story "An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge," which first appeared in the San Francisco Examiner on 13 July 1890, these theoretical ideas bore their remarkable fruit. Still another impressionistic tenet Bierce used repeatedly was what today is called the "epiphany," or the sudden flash of insight by which an individual reorients the gestalt of his surroundings and perceives both his situation and his own character with a profundity which may have shattering psychological consequences.

Perhaps the most complex of Bierce's theories was his attitude toward determinism, which must be distinguished from that of the naturalists. Although writers such as Norris and Dreiser believed in determinism--as did Bierce--their interpretation was simplistic, since in their hands it meant simply that men and women were uncontrollably buffeted by the dictates of their heredity (primarily their instincts) and their environment. Bierce, however, combined determinism with a belief in the ability of the individual to direct the course of his own affairs. Although Jonathan Edwards in 1754 had proved how this might be so in his monumental Freedom of the Will, his major contribution to the history of ideas has been neglected. Both his views and Bierce's anticipate those of the Nobel Prize-winning psychobiologist Roger Sperry, who in Science and Moral Priority (1983) demonstrated on scientific grounds not only the irrefutable arguments for determinism but also its necessary compatibility with self-determination. On this issue, therefore, as on many others, modern analytical tools have been required in order to appreciate Bierce's position. Consequently the scholar must note not only Bierce's affirmation, in his story "One of the Missing," of that eternally "wondrous mosaic" which constitutes the harmonious pattern of a great design, but also his endorsement of the moral self-determination by which an individual's character directs the way he thinks and feels, makes crucial choices, and acts at decisive points in his life. This complex amalgam underlies Bierce's criticism of Leo Tolstoy 's War and Peace (1864-1869). According to Bierce, Tolstoy "sees everything, but he has not freed his mind from the captivating absurdity, so dominant in the last generation, that human events occur without human agency, individual will counting for no more in the ordering of affairs than does a floating chip in determining the course of the river" ("The Kreutzer Sonata," 1890).

One other aspect of his literary theory that was not in conformity with the dominant trends of Bierce's time was his preference for wit over humor. A contemporary of Mark Twain ( Samuel Clemens), one of America's greatest humorists, Bierce approached nonserious literature from a perspective in radical contrast to that of Twain. Stating his conception of the difference between wit and humor, he indicated that "humor is tolerant, tender; its ridicule caresses. Wit stabs, begs pardon-and turns the weapon in the wound. Humor is a sweet wine, wit a dry." We laugh at humor; wit makes us wince. It is "not altogether true, and therefore not altogether dull, with just enough of audacity to startle and just enough of paradox to charm, profoundly wise, as bleak as steel" ("Wit and Humor," 1903). Bierce himself regarded Twain as the leading exponent of humor. Since Twain clearly failed to understand the very different tradition in which Bierce was writing, it is not surprising that he failed to appreciate Bierce's early Nuggets and Dust, characterizing it in a letter which has recently come to light as paying too high a price for every laugh with "five blushes, ten shudders and a vomit."

Although it is easy to find practitioners of American humor, those who prefer wit constitute a much smaller group. Indeed, the only other practitioners who come to mind are Benjamin Franklin (in his bagatelles), H. L. Mencken (a friend and admirer of Bierce's), and Thomas Szasz, the contemporary psychiatric philosopher who was born in Hungary and who acknowledges his debt to Bierce in the preface to The Second Sin (1973). Some of the best examples of wit ever penned are found in Bierce's own work: his epigrams, his fables, and most notably his famous Devil's Dictionary. When he looked to other writers for examples, however, he had to roam far afield, turning to François Rabelais and François La Rochefoucauld.

Given his nonconformity with the dominant trends of his time, it is not surprising that Bierce took a dim view of what he called "literary criticism," by which he meant the frequently ephemeral judgments of more or less professional book reviewers who represented the establishment attitudes of the day. For Bierce, their criticism had five chief faults: lack of critical standards; the tendency to praise out of all proportion to their intrinsic worth the writings of contemporaries; the proclivity toward evaluating an author's work in the light of his personal life; the propensity to read a moral purpose into literature; and the disposition to consider certain types of writing as the exclusive possession of their most familiar and most eminent exponents.

A clever illustration of Bierce's attitude toward "literary criticism" which at the same time embodies his theories of wit can be found in his fable "A Faulty Performance" : 

A pet Opossum belonging to a Great Critic stole his favorite kitten and was about to kill and eat it when she saw him approaching, and fearing detection she concealed it in her pouch.

"Well, my pretty one," said the Great Critic, with condescension, "what new charms and graces have you to-day?"

Before she could reply the kitten set up a diligent and persistent mewing. When at last the music had ceased the Opossum said:

"I've been dabbling a little in mimicry and ventriloquism; I thought it would please you, sir."

"The desire to please is ever pleasing," the Great Critic answered, not without a touch of professional dignity, "but you have much to learn about the mewing of kittens."

Nevertheless, although he derided literary critics and did not consider himself one of their number, Bierce did develop a consistent and cohesive body of literary theory, which he applied in his own work and which he called "the art of literature." Books were merely its result. And he was concerned over the fact that the English language had only one word, literature, to cover both the art and the product--the process of writing and the things written. He believed that "the art of literature" was based on universal principles, used by the great masters of the past, including the great critics, which the writer might learn by studying their works and which he could himself then apply to advantage. Bierce defended the empiric basis of the theories he upheld; they were not a priori rules but organic principles which could be derived from an analytical study of recognized masterpieces.

He viewed art as the most significant of all human activities. There was a fundamental unity among its various branches. Despite this unity, however, the arts existed in a hierarchy, with literature the most eminent and the most difficult. Among the literary arts he awarded the palm to poetry (he did not consider himself a poet, despite his considerable production of verse). Next below poetry he ranked the short story. Then came the romance, as exemplified by the writings of Hawthorne, Victor Hugo , and Sir Walter Scott . At the bottom of his hierarchy was the novel, whose exemplar was William Dean Howells . It would be difficult to exaggerate the disdain with which Bierce regarded the novel, but it must be remembered that he equated it with realism. An extended work of narrative prose fiction not bound by the strictures of realism he called--following Hawthorne--the romance. Although he wrote none himself, the romance was a form he admired, repeatedly pointing out its distinguishing features and noting that "in form [it] so resembles the novel that many otherwise worthy persons are but dimly aware of the essential distinction" ("The Novel").

Certain features of Bierce's theories on the art of literature can be traced to his impressionistic orientation. His emphasis on the primacy of the perceiving mind led him to value literary imagination over strict fidelity to external reality. As he said in The Devil's Dictionary, "the first three essentials of the literary art are imagination, imagination, and imagination." Dreams, Bierce believed, were a useful literary property since, as he said in "Visions of the Night," they were a valuable adjunct to imagination. The fact that Bierce believed imagination played a greater role in poetry than in narrative prose fiction was the criterion that led him to place poetry at the top of his literary hierarchy. The short story, since it does not "cloy attention, confuse with overlaid impressions and efface its own effect" ("The Short Story"), was ranked above long narratives. But of the latter, the romance, which possessed both permanency and universality, was far superior to the novel, since "nothing that can be known, or thought, or felt, or dreamed, but is available [to the romanticist] if he can manage it" ("The Novel").

Bierce's emphasis on the importance of the imagination--"that supreme and almost sufficient literary endowment"--did not exhaust his interest in the writer, however. He felt that the author should not only be mentally and morally superior to the rest of humankind but should enrich his experience with suffering and sorrow. And finally the writer should attain skill in the technical aspects of literary craftsmanship. Consequently hard work was a necessary ingredient of artistic success. Above all else the writer must be a master of language. Bierce declared, in a statement which presages the contemporary concern with the importance of language on the part of such writers as Szasz and Michel Foucault , that "the fight against faulty diction is a fight against insurgent barbarism--a fight for high thinking and right living--for art, science, power--in a word, civilization." He then added: "We think in words; we can not think without them. Shallowness or obscurity of speech means shallowness or obscurity of thought" ("The Matter of Manner").

In 1899 Bierce left San Francisco for the East, where he lived in Washington, D.C., until 1913. In October of that year, having completed his collected works and wound up his personal affairs, he left the capital for what he clearly intended to be a rendezvous with death. At age seventy-one his thoughts were turning with increasing nostalgia to the battle scenes of his youth where he had fought, he wrote in a letter, in a "Dream-land," a "Realm of Adventure, inhabited by [beckoning] memories." Consequently he decided to attach himself as a military observer to the revolutionary forces of Pancho Villa, who was leading a popular insurrection in Mexico against a reactionary government. After a leisurely tour of his old Civil War battlefields Bierce made his way to El Paso, Texas, where he crossed the border to Juarez on his way to join Villa's guerrillas. His last letter, dated 26 December, was from Chihuahua. In it he stated that he intended to go to Ojinaga the next day. Despite the numerous fanciful accounts of what happened thereafter--the most recent being Carlos Fuentes 's novel The Old Gringo (1985)--the present consensus of scholars is that, although the evidence is circumstantial, Ambrose Bierce was almost certainly killed in the battle of Ojinaga on 11 January 1914.

Sidelights

Ambrose Bierce's literary reputation is based primarily on his short stories about the Civil War and the supernatural--a body of work that makes up a relatively small part of his total output. Often compared to the tales of Edgar Allan Poe, these stories share an attraction to death in its more bizarre forms, featuring depictions of mental deterioration, uncanny, otherworldly manifestations, and expressions of the horror of existence in a meaningless universe. Like Poe, Bierce professed to be mainly concerned with the artistry of his work, yet critics find him more intent on conveying his misanthropy and pessimism. In his lifetime Bierce was famous as a California journalist dedicated to exposing the truth as he understood it, regardless of whose reputations were harmed by his attacks. For his sardonic wit and damning observations on the personalities and events of the day, he became known as "the wickedest man in San Francisco."

Bierce was born in Meigs County, Ohio. His parents were farmers and he was the tenth of thirteen children, all of whom were given names beginning with "A" at their father's insistence. The family moved to Indiana, where Bierce went to high school; he later attended the Kentucky Military Institute. At the outbreak of the Civil War, he enlisted in the Union army. In such units as the Ninth Indiana Infantry Regiment and Buell's Army of the Ohio, he fought bravely in numerous military engagements, including the battles of Shiloh and Chickamauga and in Sherman's March to the Sea. After the war Bierce traveled with a military expedition to San Francisco, where he left the army and prepared himself for a literary career.

Bierce's early poetry and prose appeared in the Californian. In 1868 he became the editor of The News Letter, for which he wrote his famous "Town Crier" column. Bierce became something of a noted figure in California literary society, forming friendships with Mark Twain, Bret Harte, and Joaquin Miller. In 1872 Bierce and his wife moved to England where, during a three-year stay, he wrote for Fun and Figaro magazines and acquired the nickname "Bitter Bierce." His first three books of sketches --Nuggets and Dust Panned Out in California (1872), The Fiend's Delight (1873), and Cobwebs from an Empty Skull (1874)--were published during this period. When the English climate aggravated Bierce's asthma he returned to San Francisco. In 1887 he began writing for William Randolph Hearst's San Francisco Examiner, continuing the "Prattler" column he had done for the Argonaut and the Wasp. This provided him with a regular outlet for his essays, epigrams, and short stories.

Bierce's major fiction was collected in Tales of Soldiers and Civilians (1891) and Can Such Things Be? (1893). Many of these stories are realistic depictions of the author's experiences in the Civil War. However, Bierce was not striving for realism, as critics have pointed out and as he himself admitted, for his narratives often fail to supply sufficient verisimilitude. His most striking fictional effects depend on an adept manipulation of the reader viewpoint: a bloody battlefield seen through the eyes of a deaf child in "Chickamauga," the deceptive escape dreamed by a man about to be hanged in "An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge," and the shifting perspectives of "The Death of Halpin Frayser." The classic Biercian narrative also includes a marked use of black humor, particularly in the ironic and hideous deaths his protagonists often suffer. The brutal satire Bierce employed in his journalism appears as plain brutality in his fiction, and critics have both condemned and praised his imagination, along with Poe's, as among the most vicious and morbid in American literature. Bierce's bare, economical style of supernatural horror is usually distinguished from the verbally lavish tales of Poe, and few critics rank Bierce as the equal of his predecessor.

Along with his tales of terror, Bierce's most acclaimed work is The Devil's Dictionary (1906), a lexicon of its author's wit and animosity. His definition for "ghost"--"the outward and visible sign of an inward fear"--clarifies his fundamentally psychological approach to the supernatural. In The Devil's Dictionary Bierce vented much of his contempt for politics, religion, society, and conventional human values. A committed opponent of hypocrisy, prejudice, and corruption, Bierce acquired the public persona of an admired but often hated genius, a man of contradiction and mystery. In 1914 he informed some of his correspondents that he intended to enter Mexico and join Pancho Villa's forces as an observer during that country's civil war. He was never heard from again, and the circumstances of his death are uncertain.
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