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Ambrose Bierce:  BIOGRAPHICAL ESSAY
The late Carey McWilliams , an astute observer of the national scene, has pointed out that every American should have some familiarity with Ambrose Bierce , that aloof and independent iconoclast who was in the thick of some of the most important developments of our history. Like other gallant young men of his generation, he sacrificed his youth to the military holocaust that blazed through and almost destroyed the United States in 1861-1865. As he grew older, his magnetic personality attracted respect and esteem in England, California, and Washington, D.C. Many of his admirers recorded their impressions of him; and his incisive journalism, witty epigrams, and brilliant stories are now part of the American heritage. Nevertheless, for more than 100 years his life and his writings have resisted easy generalizations.

The reason lies in the fact that Bierce was the completely self-reliant man, whose nonconformity permeated almost every aspect of his thinking. He set his face not only against literary fashion, but against dominant social and political theories as well. Basic to his position was his dark view of the human soul. Given the nature of man, he felt, programs based on rigid principles of any stripe were doomed to failure. What might be abstractly preferable was irrelevant to the solution of problems whose answers must be devised and implemented by human beings. The starry-eyed idealist who oversimplified issues did more harm than good in the long run, said Bierce; his visionary promises deluded the very people he sought to help, leading them to cynicism and despair. Not only about theological and scientific matters, but about literary, moral, ethical, social, and political ones as well, men and women should reserve judgment on problems which cannot be solved by reason. They should not leap blindly into an uncritical acceptance of dogma by faith. Anyone holding such views is unlikely to maintain doctrinaire tenets, and here lies the crux of Bierce's nonconformity. He could hardly be expected to follow the majority, but what is perhaps more interesting is that he refused to enlist in any minority -ism, either. Such a man is clearly provocative rather than popular, since there is no group for whom he will have mass appeal. Rather, his charm lies in his affinity for the small number of people in any age who are as strongly individualistic as he.

Ambrose Gwinnett Bierce was born on a farm in southeastern Ohio on 24 June 1842, the tenth of thirteen children (all of whose first names began with A) born to Marcus Aurelius and Laura Sherwood Bierce and the youngest to survive to adulthood. Although the Ohio of his early childhood furnished the background for two of his short stories, "The Suitable Surroundings" and "The Boarded Window," his family moved to northern Indiana near the village of Warsaw four years after his birth, and he grew up a Hoosier except for a brief period in 1859-1860 when he studied draftsmanship, surveying, and engineering at the Kentucky Military Institute in Franklin Springs, Kentucky. His nonconformity was nurtured when, as a teenager, he worked on an antislavery paper in Warsaw, the Northern Indianan. And in April 1861, when the Civil War broke out, he enlisted at the age of eighteen as a private in the Ninth Indiana Infantry.

This decision, at the beginning of four of the most impressionable years of his life, was to have lasting consequences in molding his character. He fought bravely and skillfully throughout the war, rising eventually to the rank of first lieutenant and the staff position of topographical engineer. As a brigade headquarters officer, he was in a position not only to engage in firsthand combat, but also to understand the larger strategic picture of some of the Civil War's most famous battles: Shiloh, Stones River, Chickamauga, Missionary Ridge, and Kennesaw Mountain, where he was shot in the head in June 1864. After hospitalization and a brief convalescent furlough he returned to service in September, in time to participate in the battles of Franklin and Nashville. During Reconstruction after the war, he worked as a U.S. Treasury agent in Alabama for several months in 1865. The next year, however, he joined his wartime commander, Brig. Gen. William Hazen, as engineering attache on an army mapping expedition from Omaha to the West Coast. But when he arrived in San Francisco, he resigned his army post, angered at not receiving the captain's commission he had been promised. (He was brevetted to major in 1867 for his distinguished military service.)

In 1867, while holding minor, undemanding jobs at the U.S. Sub-Treasury in San Francisco, he began having his work published in the Californian, the Golden Era, and the Alta California, as well as in the San Francisco News Letter and California Advertiser, of which he became editor in December 1868. In 1871 his "Grizzly Papers" began to appear in the Overland Monthly, then under Bret Harte 's editorship. These essays contain some of Bierce's best and most distinctive early work. For example, in a public statement of the principles that governed his own life, he attacked conformity to fickle public opinion and defended self-reliance, on the ground that "If a man have a broad foot, a stanch leg, a strong spine, and a talent for equilibrium, there is no good reason why he should not stand alone.... A mind that is right side up does not need to lean upon others: it is sufficient unto itself. The curse of our civilization is that the 'association' is become the unit, and the individual is merged in the mass." According to Bierce, civilization owed its advances to the courageous minority, not to the powerful but mediocre majority. His first published story, "The Haunted Valley," a tale of murder and mystery which was republished in Can Such Things Be? (1893) also appeared in the Overland Monthly.

On Christmas Day 1871, Bierce married Mary Ellen (Mollie) Day, the daughter of a well-to-do miner; and in March 1872, financed by his father-in-law, he and Mollie Bierce left for England. They lived there from 1872 to 1875, a period he later characterized as "the happiest and most prosperous period of his life." Tall, well-dressed, and handsome, with gray eyes and blond hair and mustache, the witty Bierce appealed to the British, and he quickly became active in London journalism and publishing. He wrote for Tom Hood's Fun, a humorous weekly; for Figaro; and for the San Francisco Alta California, to which he sent accounts of English current events. He also wrote in their entirety the two issues of the Lantern , a gorgeously polychromatic publication which appeared on 18 May and 15 July 1874. A footnote to the French revolution of 1870-1871, which had toppled Napoleon III from his throne and established the short-lived Paris Commune, the Lantern was subsidized by the Empress Eugénie, Napoleon's widow and a wealthy exile in England.

Using the pen name Dod Grile, Bierce also had his first three books published in England: The Fiend's Delight and Nuggets and Dust Panned Out in California in 1873, and Cobwebs from an Empty Skull in 1874. Four thousand copies of Cobwebs from an Empty Skull were printed, with a second printing of 4,000 several years later. All three of these early books were composed of sketches, paragraphs, short narratives, epigrams, and fables collected from Bierce's journalistic writings. The Fiend's Delight shows him at his epigrammatic best in selections such as "Those who are horrified at Mr. Darwin's theory, may comfort themselves with the assurance that, if we are descended from the ape, we have not descended so far as to preclude all hope of return." Nuggets and Dust included appreciative little essays on aspects of England that had appealed to Bierce: "St. Paul's," "The Size of London," and "Stratford-on-Avon," his homage to Shakespeare. Typical of the short fables in Cobwebs from an Empty Skull is one in which an oak agrees to let an ivy vine climb him: "So she started up, and finding she could grow faster than he, she wound round and round him until she had passed up all the line she had. The oak, however, continued to grow, and as she could not disengage her coils, she was just lifted out by the root. So that ends the oak-and-ivy business, and removes a powerful temptation from the path of the young writer." Such fables, with their compression, wit, stylistic elegance, and reversal of conventional opinion, were admired by Mark Twain , and he included seven of them in his Library of Humor (1888), their first publication in America. Bierce, however, always expressed contempt for his early London books and refused to have them republished during his lifetime. Nevertheless, they were moderately successful in England, where Prime Minister William Ewart Gladstone , twenty years after their original appearance, started a Bierce boom by praising their wit. And in spite of his announced distaste for them, Bierce culled from all three books for Volumes 6, 8, 9, and 12 of his Collected Works (1909-1912).

Bierce's chronic asthma had prevented the Bierces from settling permanently in London. They lived in a number of attractive places: Bristol, where their first son, Day, was born in 1872; Bath; and Leamington, birthplace of their second son, Leigh, in 1874. However, Mollie Bierce, burdened with two small children and pregnant with a third, was not as enchanted with England as her husband, and in April 1875 she returned to San Francisco. Bierce joined her in September, and on 30 October their third child--a daughter, Helen--was born there. Bierce had had to leave a promising writing career in England, and it took him more than a decade to establish himself professionally in the United States. Initially he got a job in the assay office of the San Francisco branch of the U.S. Mint and wrote a column, "The Prattler," for a newly founded magazine called the Argonaut, beginning the satiric definitions which later became famous in The Devil's Dictionary (1911--after an intermediate appearance in The Cynic's Word Book, 1906). With T. A. Harcourt he concocted an elaborate hoax called The Dance of Death (1877), supposedly written by a William Herman. The book purported to be a vicious attack on the waltz, but was so suggestively written as to be a popular success whose appeal Bierce augmented by stern strictures against it in his column.

However, his most serious efforts at establishing himself in a career were devoted to an illstarred gold-mining venture in the Dakota Territory. Financed by Wall Street capitalists, the Black Hills Placer Mining Company was run by incompetents and headed by a president who later barely escaped being sent to Sing Sing on charges of graft and corruption. In the spring of 1880 Bierce was appointed general agent of the struggling mining company and left for Deadwood, his wife and children remaining in California. For four months he worked ably and conscientiously for the company, but its affairs were so snarled by foolish and dishonest managers that, despite his skill and hard work and the mine's potential for success, the enterprise collapsed. He wound up with little money for his exhausting labors and the burden of a complicated lawsuit which dragged on for nine years, ending up in the U.S. Supreme Court. As nominal plaintiff Bierce won the suit, but he got nothing out of it and even had to pay the court costs. Although this single episode was not the only basis for his continuing satire against the law and lawyers, it could hardly have failed to add to his disillusionment with them.

In 1881 he returned to San Francisco and his family, and once again had to find a new career. This time, however, he was able to secure the editorship of the weekly San Francisco Wasp, with which he was associated from 1881 to 1886. He continued his column in this journal, renaming it "Prattle" and including in it many more of the definitions collected in The Cynic's Word Book, and published "What I Saw of Shiloh," an eyewitness account of one of the Civil War's most memorable battles. The Wasp also offered Bierce a journalistic outlet for attacking the "Big Four," whose depredations were later to be documented by Gustavus Myers in his History of the Great American Fortunes (1910). Primarily through the Central Pacific and Southern Pacific Railroads, they had seized control of California, dominating not only the press but the state's corrupt politicians in Washington as well as in Sacramento. Bierce denounced these malefactors of great wealth--Mark Hopkins, £eland $tanford (as Bierce called him), Collis P. Huntington, and Charles Crocker--while they were at the very height of their power. An honest and courageous man, he was throughout his life filled with disgust at the chicanery and a greed that scarred American life after the Civil War. He had seen these traits of the national character while still a young man, in the days of his Alabama service during the Reconstruction; and one of the reasons he had been so taken with England in the three and a half years he lived there was that he felt Englishmen were morally superior to Americans. His months in the Black Hills, when he watched what could have been a valuable gold mine destroyed by incompetent and fraudulent management, had reinforced his contempt for deceit and graft. Much of his reputation on the West Coast stemmed from his audacity and skill in attacking the Big Four, whom he called feudal overlords. Bierce accused these men of holding the economic and political life of California in their viselike grip and demonstrating on a grand scale the worst qualities of America's Age of Plutocracy. Unfortunately, however, the Wasp's owner was too vacillating and dependent to succeed in journalism. After an embarrassing series of policy changes, he sold his periodical in 1886, and Bierce was once more out of a job.

But the next twelve years were to be the most significant of his personal and professional life. In 1887 the young William Randolph Hearst hired him, at a generous weekly salary, to write for his newly acquired San Francisco Examiner, and Bierce henceforth had a powerful weapon at hand for attacking the objects of his scorn, which included not only political and economic malfeasance but also bad writing. The scourge of poetasters, he became the literary dictator of the West Coast. His living arrangements, however, were controlled by the asthma which prevented his settling in any of the Bay Area cities where he earned his living--San Francisco, Berkeley, and Oakland. Instead, he retreated to lonely hotels in out-of-the-way mountain resorts, his solitude mitigated by an occasional visitor and by a number of pets, not only cats, birds, and squirrels but also those rejected by most people: horned toads, lizards, and snakes. Troubled by insomnia as well as bronchial ailments, he spent much time in the open air, hiking and bicycling along woodland trails.

Two crises blighted this period. One was his separation from Mollie Bierce, which occurred after he discovered some indiscreet letters an ardent admirer had written her. Although nothing seriously improper had occurred, Bierce refused to compete for the affection of his own wife; the rupture was complete and final. Even more shattering was the death of the Bierces' older son, Day, at the age of sixteen, when he and a young rival killed each other in a gun duel over a girl.

Bierce confronted these tragedies stoically, and he wrote in rapid succession, between 1888 and 1891, the series of short stories on which his reputation today largely rests: "One of the Missing," "A Son of the Gods," "A Tough Tussle," "Chickamauga," "One Officer, One Man," "A Horseman in the Sky," "The Suitable Surroundings," "The Affair at Coulter's Notch," "A Watcher by the Dead," "The Man and the Snake," "An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge," "Parker Adderson, Philosopher," and "The Death of Halpin Frayser." These tales, published initially in ephemeral periodicals, deal with the psychological traumas of a protagonist suddenly forced into agonizing and deadly straits. For most of the settings, Bierce returned to the Civil War battles of his youth. Now, however, he distilled those experiences, catalyzed by a polished craft, through the alembic of a mature wisdom. The results, among the English-speaking world's greatest creations in the demanding art of the short story, were eventually collected in two volumes. The first was published simultaneously in 1892 in San Francisco by E. L. G. Steele as Tales of Soldiers and Civilians and in London by Chatto and Windus as In The Midst of Life. The London title, derived from the burial service in the Anglican Book of Common Prayer ("In the midst of life we are in death"), was a brilliant contribution of Andrew Chatto's. Bierce was slow to appreciate this title, although in 1898 he took it over himself for the new American edition. The book was favorably received on both sides of the Atlantic, with Bierce being ranked alongside Poe and Hawthorne. It suffered, not from lack of critical appreciation, but from a failure of business acumen. Steele was not a publisher, but a moderately well-to-do friend of Bierce's. Two subsequent publishers of the book went bankrupt as did the publisher of a second collection of Bierce's stories which appeared as Can Such Things Be?, a title derived from Shakespeare's Macbeth.

Meanwhile Bierce was becoming involved in one of the most tangled episodes of his career. A young German-Jewish dentist, Gustav Adolph Danziger, had brought him a rough translation of a short novel by Richard Voss, Der Mönch von Berchtesgaden, which had appeared in a German monthly. Bierce rewrote the story from Danziger's translation, and the two signed a complicated contract dividing the rewards they expected to get. Their work appeared serially under the title The Monk and the Hangman's Daughter in the Examiner; then it was published by F. J. Schulte of Chicago, who went bankrupt. For years Danziger squabbled with Bierce over The Monk and the Hangman's Daughter.

Bierce's next book, a volume of satirical verse, Black Beetles in Amber (1892), was published by the Western Authors Publishing Company, a shaky vanity enterprise formed by Danziger and William M. Langton. This company also failed. Although Bierce's satire was superb, its targets were so insignificant that a new firm in Cambridge, Stone and Kimball, decided not to go through with their plans for publishing a selection from his book. Bierce defended his concentration on minor insects, however, by referring to the examples of Byron and Pope and revealing his theory of satire: "I cannot see how the quality or interest of a piece is affected by application to a real, though unknown, person instead of presenting it as a general satire, with perhaps a fictitious name. If the verse is good it makes the victims known; if not good it is not worth publishing anyhow." But his work was soon taken in hand by a competent firm. In 1898 G. P. Putnam's Sons published a revised and enlarged edition of In the Midst of Life, which earned favorable reviews and royalties on the sale of over 3,000 copies; Chatto and Windus brought out a second printing; and in 1899 Putnam's published Fantastic Fables, whose sales approached 1,000.

In journalism, too, this period saw Bierce's greatest triumphs. Hearst had decided to direct his minions to attack a railroad refunding bill introduced in Congress in 1896. The bill would have written off the tremendous sums the federal government had loaned the railroads, gouging the American taxpayers for $130 million. Collis Huntington, only surviving member of California's Big Four, was leading the Washington lobby favoring the bill; Bierce was sent to the nation's capital to head the opposition deployed by Hearst, who had recently acquired the New York Journal. Bierce wrote for both the Journal and the San Francisco Examiner, traveling frequently from Washington to New York, and pointing out in powerful prose in these two widely circulated papers the web of deceit on which the funding bill rested and its cost to the nation. Telegrams and letters streamed from the Examiner's San Francisco staff, furnishing him a constant source of ammunition that he supplemented with what he picked up himself on the East Coast. The bill was eventually defeated, and the railroads paid off their debt in twenty semiannual installments from 1899 to 1909.

Bierce had planned to join his second son, Leigh, in New York, but poor health and changes in the political scene caused his return to California in 1896. Although he had numerous conflicts with the editorial staffs of both the Examiner and the Journal because they mangled his copy and failed to print some of what he considered his best work, Hearst himself insisted on paying his weekly salary, leaving him free to decide when and what he wanted to write. Bierce then began a journalistic crusade with a column, "War Topics," that, contrary to Hearst's own stand, opposed the Spanish-American War. Bierce considered it unnecessary and imperialistic, describing it as the first step in America's march to world power, global wars, and eventual destruction of the planet by airborne superbombs.

Meanwhile his ties to California were loosening. Most of his early literary friends were his "pupils"--young writers such as George Sterling , Gertrude Atherton , and Danziger--who lived in California and who had come to him with their manuscripts for advice and encouragement. But as his fame spread, his friends were admirers of his work who were not necessarily Californians. Moreover, he wanted to be nearer Leigh Bierce, a reporter for the New York Journal. Consequently Bierce left San Francisco in December 1899 to return to Washington, where he lived for most of the remainder of his life.

His last thirteen years were shaken by two further tragedies: the death of his second son, the twenty-six-year-old Leigh Bierce, from pneumonia in 1901; and the death of his wife, Mollie Bierce, four years later, shortly after their divorce. Yet his daughter Helen, despite a serious illness and repeated marital difficulties, remained a solace to him. And, most important, Carrie Christiansen, a middle-aged schoolteacher whom the Bierces had befriended when she was a young girl, moved to Washington and lived near him as friend and secretary. Consequently this period was in many ways the most serene and contented of Bierce's life. He joined the Army and Navy Club, where military friends revived his post-Civil War brevet rank of major; his writing enjoyed a growing reputation; and he was earning a steady salary from William Randolph Hearst, contributing to the San Francisco Examiner, the New York Journal, the New York American, and Cosmopolitan magazine. Although such former "pupils" as Sterling, Herman Scheffauer, and Danziger (who changed his name to De Castro) created friction in his life, other young men and women made much of his work: Gertrude Atherton , Percival Pollard , H. L. Mencken , and, most important, an aggressive publisher, Walter Neale.

Shapes of Clay, a second volume of satirical verse, came out in 1903. Although in this book Bierce calls the pun the bequest of a "dying idiot," the following stanza from "For Merit" is typical: 

Let meaner men the poet's bays

  Or warrior's medal wear;

Who cooks potatoes fifty ways

  Shall bear the palm--de terre.

In 1906 Bierce's satirical definitions, which are still current, appeared in book form as The Cynic's Word Book, a weak title insisted upon by a timorous publisher afraid of his author's forthright choice, The Devil's Dictionary . In 1907 two of his short stories were published in book form as A Son of the Gods and A Horseman in the Sky; and Neale brought out The Monk and the Hangman's Daughter, Danziger having turned over his rights in it to Bierce in 1902. In 1909 Neale also published a small handbook of grammatical usage, Write It Right, which is not included in Bierce's Collected Works. Write It Right was reprinted many times and remained a newspaperman's bible for decades; much of the advice in it is still valuable. Typical of its strictures is the following: "Badly for Bad. 'I feel badly.' 'He looks badly.' The former sentence implies defective nerves of sensation, the latter, imperfect vision. Use the adjective." Still another book appeared under the aegis of Silas Orrin Howes, a young Texas newspaperman, who edited a collection of Bierce's essays bearing the title The Shadow on the Dial and Other Essays (1909); it reappeared as Antepenultimata in the Collected Works, vol.11.

By far the most important publishing project of Bierce's entire life was his Collected Works , a twelve-volume set he prepared himself, which Neale published from 1909 to 1912 and marketed through subscription. Bierce was not always discriminating in what he chose to include, and since he was a prolific journalist throughout his life, much is left out. Nevertheless, this collection, which contains much material that had not previously been published in book form, is essential for any serious study of its author. Bierce expended years of devoted labor on its twelve volumes--gathering, revising, editing, and proofreading.

After this monumental task was completed in 1912, Bierce's thoughts began turning to death. He had stated repeatedly that he did not want to die in bed, and after more than a decade of relative quiet, he craved action. Consequently he began writing farewell letters to his friends and relatives, telling them that he intended to visit Mexico to observe the revolutionary forces of Pancho Villa, who was leading a popular insurrection against the reactionary government. Early in October 1913 Bierce left Washington and made a leisurely tour of his old Civil War battlefields. Reaching New Orleans, he granted interviews to newspaper reporters, then traveled to Texas. From E1 Paso he went to Juarez, which Villa had captured on 15 November. Thence he proceeded to Chihuahua, occupied by Villa on 8 December. Bierce's last letter was dated 26 December 1913. In it he stated that he intended to go from Chihuahua to Ojinaga the next day. Circumstantial evidence indicates that almost certainly he was killed in the battle of Ojinaga, which took place on 11 January 1914. Although many fanciful theories, outlining his continued activities in Mexico or South America after this date, were advanced, none of them was convincing, and none stood up to investigation. His disappearance, the most dramatic exit from life in American literary history, still causes a flurry of excitement when his name is mentioned. His mysterious end had an effect that he himself would have deplored: for years interest focused not on his work, but on his colorful life and commanding personality. Even today the student of Bierce is often forced to preface any discussion of his writing by answering the question: "What happened to him after he went to Mexico?"

However, serious critical examination of his work is now well under way. Bierce wrote entirely in short forms, and while in some cases, to be sure, he strikes a false note that spoils their tone, many are masterly. At his best, Bierce makes us think: about ourselves, about our relations with others, and about our society.

His short stories fall into four broad categories: didactic tales, mimetic tales of passion, mimetic tales of moral choice, and mimetic tales of action. Didactic tales like "Haita the Shepherd," "Parker Adderson, Philosopher," and "The Famous Gilson Bequest" are arguments persuading the reader to accept particular theses about such questions as the nature of happiness, the meaning and acceptance of death, and the destructive effects of avarice. All the mimetic tales, however, are imitations of human experience so represented as to arouse in the reader a sequence of expectations and emotions. In mimetic tales of passion like "An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge," "A Resumed Identity," and "The Death of Halpin Frayser," the protagonists undergo changes in thought and feeling as reactions to the situations in which they find themselves. Mimetic tales of moral choice--like "The Affair at Coulter's Notch," "A Son of the Gods," and "A Horseman in the Sky"--place their protagonists in situations where they must make crucial decisions involving a conflict between two value systems, both of which they adhere to. And finally, the mimetic tales of action present protagonists who act in relation to their situation. Examples of these stories are "Jupiter Doke, Brigadier-General," "A Watcher by the Dead," and "The Suitable Surroundings."

Bierce's plots are represented in such a way as to create different kinds of emotional effects on the reader: ironic terror, pathos, tragic pity and fear, the moral satisfaction of retributive tragedy, uncanny dread, or moral indignation. The effect may even be one of absurdity, in tales like "Jupiter Doke, Brigadier-General," "The Widower Turmore," "My Favorite Murder," and "An Important Conflagration." Such stories force the reader to reexamine accepted values in human ties and social relationships, an aim accomplished by a reversal of genuine standards, hyperbolic exaggeration, and understatement.

But Bierce's fame also rests on forms which are even briefer than the short story: fables, epigrams, verse satires, and sardonic definitions. Although enormous variety exists in these works, four features Bierce explicitly aimed at can be found in them: clear thinking, wit, precision, and taste. In Write It Right, he had stated that good writing, "essentially, is clear thinking made visible." Wit, he believed, was different from humor, conveying a sudden, sharp insight that reverses conventional attitudes and overturns stereotyped values; it "stabs, begs pardon--and turns the weapon in the wound." Precision was achieved through writing so that the "reader not only may, but must, understand." Bierce was a linguistic liberal, not a purist; he believed that dictionaries were poor guides to the precise use of language because they tended to rigidify usage. For taste, since "there are neither standards nor arbiters," what the reader gets, of course, is Bierce's own.

Certain subjects run through his short forms: international relations, politics, religion, medicine, business, the pleasures of good food and drink, science, law, and the war between the sexes. Illustrating the last is his definition of Marriage in The Devil's Dictionary : "The state or condition of a community consisting of a master, a mistress and two slaves, making in all, two." An epigram also illustrates this theme: "For study of the good and the bad in woman two women are a needless expense." Thus, Bierce claimed that "A virtuous widow is the most loyal of mortals; she is faithful to that which is neither pleased nor profited by her fidelity." And he also wrote this forthright definition of Widow: "A pathetic figure that the Christian world has agreed to take humorously, although Christ's tenderness towards widows was one of the most marked features of his character."

Although it is a scholarly convention to call the period in which Bierce wrote the Age of Realism and Naturalism, he does not fit neatly into either of these categories. Nevertheless, the dominant trends in a period can sometimes be defined by their opponents as well as by their adherents. From this point of view, Bierce helps to explain realism and naturalism by exposing the limitations of the movement. In his critical writings he repeatedly attacked realism and realists, his favorite target being William Dean Howells . One reason he preferred the short story to the realistic novel, with its slow, painstaking accretion of detail, was that his artistic aims were radically different from those of the realists. A third movement--international in scope--dominant during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was literary impressionism. Bierce fits far better under the heading of impressionism than he does under the rubrics of either realism or naturalism.

According to the impressionists, a verifiable description of reality is impossible; rather, the writer must concentrate on the perceptual awareness which links the subjective response of the perceiver to the objective reality he perceives. It is this interaction between perceiver and perceived that constitutes "reality" for the literary impressionist. Moreover, neither space nor time is regarded as a fixed and rigid category. Both are fluid, depending on how the observer apprehends them. Consequently time can be either speeded up tremendously or slowed down to an extraordinary degree. Space, likewise, can be expanded exponentially or contracted to the merest pinpoint. Finally, the protagonist in impressionistic writing experiences a moment of epiphany, a flash of illumination during which he has an immediate and blinding revelation of what constitutes for him the ultimate nature of reality.

These defining characteristics of literary impressionism--which have already been explored in connection with Henry James --fit the work of Ambrose Bierce much better than do those of realism and naturalism. Indeed, the focal point of many of his stories is precisely the relativistic perception of the external world. In "An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge" and "Chickamauga," Peyton Farquhar and the deaf-mute boy misperceive lethal military situations as ones in which the appropriate responses are happiness and glee. And the sensations of time and space are both radically affected by the protagonists' emotional states. Moreover, Bierce's impressionistic attitude toward time was not limited to his stories. In "The Chair of Little Ease," an essay on the newly introduced electric chair as a device for capital punishment, he questioned the easy assumption that execution by such means would be mercifully quick and painless. He pointed out that it is impossible for any observer to tell whether the dying criminal, his body jolted by electric shocks and his face contorted, perceives his death as quick or not. Indeed, an "unnatural exaltation of the senses" might commute a moment "into unthinkable cycles of time."

The epiphany, too, is of extraordinary importance in Bierce's work. In his short stories he is, above all, interested in the brief but devastating crises most individuals face only once or twice in the course of their lives, when they must confront not only other people or dangerous situations but, at the most fundamental level, themselves. The unwary reader is often lured into believing a tale to be one of the supernatural. The real terror, however, derives from the irrational powers of the human psyche, whose depths Bierce was probing long before Freud. His investigations reveal his great understanding of and deep compassion for the soul tortured by circumstances it can face only with the agonized courage of supreme suffering. Given this philosophy, it is not surprising that many of Bierce's stories deal with the Civil War. But in the midst of civilian life, too, his protagonists may find themselves in death.

While Bierce's work is impressionistic rather than realistic, it does express a sense of the determinism that is characteristic of naturalism. Bierce was keenly interested in tracing effects to their ineluctable causes, and his brand of determinism was precisely the secular one held by the naturalists: he believed that all human events were necessarily controlled by ancestry and environment. His interest in the transmission of character traits from one generation to another is discussed theoretically in his essay "The Ancestral Bond." He uses the theory in various ways in such stories as "Beyond the Wall," "John Bartine's Watch," "The Death of Halpin Frayser," and especially "One of Twins." Even the actions of the deaf-mute boy in "Chickamauga" are explained in large part by tracing his genealogy, and "A Watcher by the Dead" concerns the influence of racial memory in antipathy to cadavers. In other stories, Bierce traces the interlocking relationships of past events moving onward into the present to determine a given incident which may be the subject of his story. In "One of the Missing," for example, Jerome Searing, a Federal scout, has been sent out on a reconnaissance mission during the Civil War engagement at Kennesaw Mountain, Georgia. Seeing a column of retreating Confederate troops in the distance, he raises his rifle and plans to shoot into their midst: "But it was decreed from the beginning of time that Private Searing was not to murder anybody that bright summer morning, nor was the Confederate retreat to be announced by him. For countless ages events had been so matching themselves together in that wondrous mosaic to some parts of which, dimly discernible, we give the name of history, that the acts which he had in will would have marred the harmony of the pattern. Some twenty-five years previously the Power charged with the execution of the work according to the design had provided against that mischance by causing the birth of a certain male child in a little village at the foot of the Carpathian Mountains, had carefully reared it, supervised its education, directed its desires into a military channel, and in due time made it an officer of artillery. By the concurrence of an infinite number of favoring influences and their preponderance over an infinite number of opposing ones, this officer of artillery had been made to commit a breach of discipline and flee from his native country to avoid punishment." Arriving in New Orleans, he has enlisted in the Confederate army and eventually ended up commanding a Confederate battery that at the moment was standing about two miles away from Searing. "Nothing had been neglected--at every step in the progress of both these men's lives, and in the lives of their contemporaries and ancestors, and in the lives of the contemporaries of their ancestors, the right thing had been done to bring about the desired result. Had anything in all this vast concatenation been overlooked Private Searing might have fired on the retreating Confederates that morning, and would perhaps have missed. As it fell out, a Confederate captain of artillery, having nothing better to do while awaiting his turn to pull out and be off, amused himself by sighting a field-piece obliquely to his right at what he mistook for some Federal officers on the crest of a hill, and discharged it."

The aspect of naturalism in which Bierce was primarily interested was the moral determinism examined in depth by Jonathan Edwards in Freedom of the Will. For him, as for Edwards, it is morally impossible for a man with a certain character to respond to a given situation other than as he does respond. His character determines the way in which he thinks and feels, makes crucial choices, and acts at decisive points in his life. Bierce's interest in determinism and its relation to freedom of the will is apparent in a civilian tale, "The Death of Halpin Frayser." Bierce not only traces Halpin Frayser's ancestry back through several generations; he also peels away layer after layer of Frayser's personality to expose his underlying character structure, determined in large part by what today would be called the Oedipus complex, in order to explain why he must necessarily act as he does act.

Because Bierce does not fit easily into the literary -isms of his time, literary historians have had difficulty in placing his work, and a good part of his reputation has always rested on his appeal to readers as independent and iconoclastic as he was. Only in the last three decades have scholars and critics begun to recognize that their theoretical concepts must be expanded if they are to include a writer as nonconformist as Ambrose Bierce .

As more biographers investigate Bierce's life and more critics examine his work, misinterpretations of his personality and his writing are fading. Scholars have begun to dispel the fog of innuendos and falsehoods (which originated with people who had known him and created a smokescreen after his death to conceal the nature of their relations with him) that have marred many biographical studies. It is no longer said that "Bitter" Bierce's output is mediocre and that he is interesting only as a misanthropic cynic incapable of human emotions. But if he is not to remain elusive as a man, future investigations will have to be undertaken on the careful, detailed model of Paul Fatout's Ambrose Bierce and the Black Hills, an authoritative and absorbing account of Bierce's abortive mining venture in the Dakota Territory.

Critics, too, are now evaluating his work on its merits. Even as a young man he had a reputation in several English-speaking countries. After his death his work was translated into French, German, Spanish, Italian, and Japanese. His writing has been popular with Russians since Czarist times. Much of the best work on Bierce is found in doctoral dissertations which began to appear after World War II, both in the United States and abroad. It is therefore safe to say that his place in American literature is secure. And those who give Bierce's work their careful attention will be able to render him a juster homage than the interest accorded a fascinating newspaperman who disappeared mysteriously in Mexico.
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