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Ambrose Bierce exhibited a number of elements of 

existential thinking both in his life and in his writing. 

But he was ambivalent about his philosophical stance, and it 

is difficult to know whether he was the utter pessimist he 

has been call�d, or whether his attitude toward the universe 

admitted a certain optimism. 

Much of Bierce's thought parallels modern existentialism, 

which has three main tenets: a belief that there is no God 

and the universe is, therefore, irrational; a descent into 

despair; and a choice of life or death. 

Bierce insisted that the universe is irrational, and 

he repeatedly discussed the death, cruelty or mutability 

of God. His heroes often felt the Angst of existential 

despair, but Bierce remained ambivalent about the alter­

natives in such a chaotic universe. 

Bierce's war stories illustrate "the existential 

moment" when the hero confronts the absurd universe. 

Many of Bierce's heroes commit suicide in despair, but 

a few choose a more meaningful death, a "finite trans­

cendence" in the face of the irrational which results 

in a sort o f  affirmation of the power o f  mankind within 

a universe of chaos. This study examines two of these 

stories, "The Mocking-bird" and "A Son of the Gods," with 

reference to the existential thought they demonstrate. 

Bierce was a proto-existentialist; his approach to 



-�-

the universe prefigured twentieth century existential 

thought, and within this framework, we find that he was 

not a complete pessimist, but that be discovered the very 

circumstances that would be the basis of optimistic exis­

tentialism in the twentieth century. 
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SECTION I 

Ambrose Bierce and 

Existentialism 



Ambrose Bierce is an enigm�. Since his disappearance 

in 1913, both Bierce, the man, and Bierce, the author, have 

defied categorization by biographers and critics. Stuart 

Woodruff likens Bierce to a kaleidoscope: "Bierce is like f. 

a kaleidoscope: the individual elements remain the same but 

they form a different patterri for each viewer.111 

Trying to categorize Ambrose Bierce is rather like 

trying to pin water to the wall. Many �ritics have attempted 

to force him into a category, but they have succeeded only 

in contradicting. each other . As Woodruff has pointed out, 

Carey McWilliams in his biography of Bierce has "given us 

an idea of the range of critical response in his list of 

terms that have been applied to Bierce: 'great, bitter, 

idealistic, cynical, morose, frustrated, cheerful, bad, 

sadistic, obscure, perverted, famous, brutal, kind, a fiend, 

a God, . . .  a poet, . . .  a fine satirist and something of a 

charlatan. 111 2 R.M. Lovett calls Bierce "a congeries of 

humors, a masochist and a sadist, a paradox . . . . 1 1 3 

Philosophical and literary labels abound. Bierce has been 

called a Stoic, 8
an anti-Christian,

5 
a romantic 6 a quasi-

1 . t 7 . 1 .  t 
8 

1 .  t 
9 . th lO rea is , a romantic rea is , a natura is , a misan rope, 

h . . 1 1  . h. 
1 .  t 12 d b 11 . . t 13 a uman1tar1an, a ni 1 is , an a ove a , a pess1m1s . 

Probably elements of all of these categories can be 

found in Bierce's work because his literary output was 

exceedingly diverse. He wrote newspaper
_ 

columns for many 

years. These columns were usually satirical, lambasting 



well-known 19th century people and institutions. He also 

wrote epigrams, a number of which were collected in The 

Devil's Diction�. And, he wrote short stories, on subjects 

as diverse as war, ghosts and robots. So, Bierce was a 

journalist, a satirist, an epigrammist and a fiction writer. 

It is not strange that he earned so many different labels, 

since he turned his hand to �o many different literary forms. 

Generally, it has been acknowledged that of Bierce's 

short stories, the Civil War stories are the best.
14 

The 

structure of these stories is overwhelmingly repetitive, but 

the clash between youthful idealistic illusion and grim 

reality amidst the chaos of war is nevertheless ever provo-

cative to the reader. The philosophical nuances in these 

stories are of great interest, particularly to citizens 

of the 20th century because they seem to be utterly nihilistic 

and pessimistic. As Clifton Fadiman says: 

Today, over and above the simple fact that he is still 
g�nerally readable, Bierce solicits our attention 
because he is a minor prophet of hopelessness. On 
August 6 ,  1945, the planet, with the United States in 
the l�ad15passed half-unconsciously into an era of 
despair. 

With the dropping of the first atom bomb, twentieth century 

man rushed headlong into a predicament that still, forty 

years after the event, has civilization in its grip --

existential despair. Ambrose Bierce faced the moment of 

existential· despair many years before the rest of humanity 

was forced to face it, and his war stories examine specimens 

of humanity who are actively in the thro�s of existential 

despair. "Nothing matters," Bierce was fond of saying,
16 

---------
-· 



an� mi l l i o ns o f  20th century men, i n  the face of possible 

· i nstant anni h i la t i o n ,  have begun to agree . 

The s i g ni f icance of Bierce ' s  message for the 20th century , 

then, is h i s  pessimi s m .  Or , i s  i t ?  

The reader fami l iar with existent i a l i s m  can f i nd numerous 

i nstances of existential thought i n  Bierce ' s  war stor i e s .  

So i n  add i t i o n  
'to a l l  the other categories c r i t i c s  have forced 

upon Bierce , that of proto-exi s te nt i a l i s t  must be added . 

But existent i a l i s m  i t self i s  a f ragmented p h i l osophy . There 

are ni h i l i s t i c  existential i sts , Christian existent i al i s t s ,  

pess i mistic existent ia l i sts , opt i mi s t i c  existent i a l i s t s ,  

and e xistent ia l i s t s  who refuse t o  b e  cal l ed existent i a l i s t s .  

I� Bierce was a proto-existential i st , which type o f  exis-

t e nt i a l i s m  was he leading up to? · 

Bierce , as C l i f t o n  Fad i man has so emphatical l y  poi nted 

out , was apparently a pes s i mist . Therefore, i f  Bierce i s  

a proto-existent ial i s t , perhaps he should be a l i g ned w i th 

Sar t re ' s  pessi mi s t i c  existent i a l i s m .  But along w i t h  Bierce ' s  

o f t  repeated remark that "No t h i ng matters , '' i s  h i s  i nsistence 

that "Happiness i s  the only t h i ng worth havi ng . . .  1 1 17 One 
,-

wonders i f  happiness i s  poss i bl e  in a world of u nrelenting 

existential pes s i mi s m .  Bierce ' s  i ns i s te nce o n  happiness 

as the u l t i mate reward i n  this wor l d  seems to be rather . . . 

remini scent of e xi stential optimism because at least i t  

.-

admi t s  that a state of contentment i s  possible i n  a ni h i l i s t i c  

universe . 

In fac t ,  Bierce see ms to be a 19th century Janus with 
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regard to existential pessi�i sm. and optimism. He cannot 

decide between the two pol e s ,  and this ambivalence m�y be 

the cause f o r  the critics' inab�l i ty to categorize Bierce . 

I f  h i s  C i v i l  War stories are considered i n  the l i ght of 

exi stential i sm ,  Bierce does , indeed , seem to waf f l e  between 

total pessimism and a sort of guarded optimism. But before 

considering �xi stential optimism and pessimism in his stories, 

one must f i r s t  ascer.tain i f  there are enough elements of 

existential thought in Bierce's phil osophical stance to 

justi fy call ing him a proto-existenti a l i s t .  

There are tbree basic steps toward existential i sm that 

any human being makes . F i rs t ,  there i s  a recognition of 

pervading chaos , a meaningless o r  disordered universe . 

Thi s  recognition leads man to real iza ti on of the "absurd . ·" 

"The world i s  meaningless , w i thout pattern or concern , 

while man i s  f u l l  of h i s  sense of himse l f :  the gap between 

i s  a mark of the absurd , i s  the absurd . 1 1 1 8  
Second , there 

i s  a sense of d read or despair which is "the yawning chasm 

awaiting mankind , the void, the sense that beyond man i s  

nothingness i n to which h e  must plunge, o r  f rom which he 

must retreat in d i sorder and anxiety . 1 1 1 9  
F i na l l y ,  a person 

makes either a re treat into a semblan ce of norma l i ty which 

Sa rtre cal l s  "Bad Fai th , "  or a " l eap i n to l i fe , " in which a 

human being imposes h i s  "authentic self on the contingent 

chaos beyond . 1 120 The latter i s  Sar tre ' s  " Good Faith" which 

i s  h i s  d e f i n i tion of the true existential man ' s  me thod of 

coping with the absurd . 



... �-

Camus of fers a third al ternative to the absurd and that 

·i s  suicide . Man can k i l l  h i ms e l f  in the face of the . i r rational , --

but Camus then says that there i s  Sartre's more opt i mi s t i c  

a l t ernative of the leap into l i f e  through l i v i ng i n  rebel-

l ion against chaos . Neverthe less , the third alt ernative 

should be considered in a d i s cussion of Bierce and exis-

tentialism.  

Once one has made the leap into existent i a l i s m ,  he must 

accept the two other major tenets of existential i s m :  the 

complete freedom of existent ial man to make cho i ces , and h i s  

complete responsibi l i ty f o r  those choi ces . Mol i na explains 

Sartre's concept of f reedom l ike t h i s : 

In the universe p i ctured by Sartre , man is condemned 
to be free . The only l i mi t  to freedom i s  freedom; 

22 the only choice we cannot make is to cease being f r e e .  

Concomitant to complete freedom i s  complete responsibi l i t y  

f o r  one's choi ces . Th i s  i s  rather a f i ne point i n  Sartre ' s  

phil osophy because i f  . each ex istential man i s  free to choose 

for h i ms e l f  regardless of other men , anarchy i s  the resul t .  

Sartre was ,  therefore , forced to say that any decisive 

action by one man serves to d e f i ne a l l  mankind .
23 

The 

idea of responsi b i l i ty i mp l i e s  a certain moral value i n  

existent ial act i on , and a s  such serves a s  the bas i s  of any 

ethical system that might arise from Sartre ' s  though t .  

I f  Bierce i s  to be cal l e d  a proto-existent ial i s t , 

at least e l e ments of these major tenets of existential 

thought should be observable in h i s  wor k ,  and certai n l y , 

one can f i nd evidence of existential thinking in Bi erce's 

\ 



essays , h i s  f i ction and in the biographical material about 

h i m .  

I n  h i s  essay "The Absence · of God , "  James Edie claims 

that the ni neteenth century was the period of the death of 

God in Western Christ ian c i v i l ization . The ·nineteenth 

c entury was the age of Nietzsche , who proclaimed that " God 

i s  dead . God remains dead . And we have k i l led h i m . 1 1 24 

Nietzsche c l aimed that God was a manmade product: " God 

i s  the ideal or the mirror of man . .  All those d i v i ne and hol y 

a t t r i butes which mankind has placed i n  God as unattainable 

ideals, h i s  goodness, mercy, compassi on , p i t y, love , wi sdom , 

jus t i c e ,  and so on , are in real i t y  ' human ' qua l i ties,  human 

�xper i ence s .  Man has fashioned a God i n  h i s  own image 

and · l i kenes s .  I n  shor t ,  what man has worshipped i s  the 

idea of the per fect man , placed by imagination in an inac­

cessi ble and unattaina ble realm ' beyond ' this world . 1125 

.\ 
In h i s  biography of Bierce , Wal ter Nea l e ,  a personal 

f r iend of Bierce' s ,  says that Bi erce, too, thought that 

God was manmade . "The gods he deri ded were the creatures 

of men, made by man -- gods as wicked as the mortals who 

made t hem , and as good ; no better , n-o worse. Man created 

God, not God man . 1 1 26 

/ 

Nevertheless , Neale says that Bierce d i d  wish to believe 

.") 

in some sort of " l i f e  force , "  which he cal led the "essence -vJ' 
of all things . " For this "essence , "  Bierce "had the pro-

foundest respe c t ,  i f  qua l i f i e d  by doubt of the existence 

of any orde 1· !.y force in na ture . 11
2 7  

Bierce thought that 
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each man creates h i s  own God , and that , therefor e ,  there 

are mul t i tud i nous gods extant i n  the universe . The gods of 

the various rel igions were s i l l y  to Bierce even though he 

was tolerant of a l l  fai ths . Neale says Bierce thought that 

most religions " d i d  not d i f fer widely i n  essentia l s . 112 8  
Upon 

the possi b i l i t y that a real God had indeed revealed hims e l f  

to the various r e l i g i ous proP.he ts , Bierce expressed fervent 

hope that the possibility would _ be d i scounted because , as 

Neale explains : 

. . . of the respect i n  which he would l i ke to hold a 
personal dei t y .  I n  v i ew �f the mistakes that the 
Jewish Jehovah and the Christian Jesus had made 
both the creations of men -- The i r  vac i l lations , 
Their countermanding of important orders , Their 
poor arrangement of the univer se , with very l i t t l e  
of this globe made habitable f o r  man -- i n  v i ew of 
a l l  these mistakes , Bierce f e l t  that he could not 
revere Dei t y  as revealed by the Holy Scriptures . 
The antics �9 the mul t i tudinous gods of men simply 
amused h i m .  

Bierce , himsel f ,  i n  h i s  essay on rel igion , says that 

"Re l i gions are conclusions for which the facts of nature 

1 
. . ,.30 supp y no maJor premi ses . I n  the same essay , he 

di scusses praye r ,  and i n  this d i scussion reveals h i s  

actual belief that there i s  n o  point t o  prayer because 

prayers are not answered, which i nd i cates e i ther that they 

are not being hear d , or that there is nothing there to hear 

them . 

Th at prayer i s  "answered" the Scripture a f f i rms as 
pos i t ively and unequivocally as anything can be 
a f f i rmed i n  word s :  "All things whatsoever ye sha l l  
ask in prayer , bel iev i n g ,  that y e  sha l l  receive." 
Why ,  then , when a l l  the c lergy of this country prayed 
publ icly for the recovery of Presid�nt McKinley , did 
the man d i e ?  Why is i t  that a l t hough two pious 
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Chaplains ask almost d ai l y  that goodness and wisdom 
may descend upon Congress� Congress rema ins wicked 
and unwise? Why is i t  that a l though in a l l  the churches 
and half the dwe l l ings of the land God is continua l l y  
asked for good governme nt ,· good government remains what 
i t  always and ever ywhere has been , a dream? From Earth 
to Heaven in unceasing ascension f l ows a stream of prayer 
for every blessing that man d �s i re s ,  yet man remains 
unblest , the v i c tim of h i s  own fol l y  and passions , the 
sport of f i r e ,  f l ood , tempest , and earthquake , a f f l i c ted 
with famine and d i seas e ,  war , poverty and crime , his 
world an incredible welter of ev i l ,  h i s  l i f e  a labor and 
his hope a l i e . I s  it poss i ble that a l l  this praying i s  
f u t i l ized and inva l i dated by the lack o f  f a i t h ?  -- that 
the "asking" is not credentialed by the "believing?" 
When the anointed minister of Heaven spreads his palms 
and upr o l l s  h i s  e yes to be seech a general blessing or 
some special advantage i s  he the celebrant of a hollow , 
meaningless r i t e , or the dupe of a f a l se promise? One 
does not know, but i f  one i s  not a fool one does know 
that h i s  ever y' resultless p e t i t ion proves him by the3 1  
inexorable laws o f  logic t o  be the one or the other . 

I n  t h i s  section of h i s  essay, Bierce has comple t e l y  

knocked the supports from under the idea of a benevolent God 

who l istens to prayers and answers them . He has c a l l ed the 

mini ster ei ther a celebrant of a meaningless r i te because 

no one i s  l i stening , or the dupe of a false promise because 

someone might be l i stening,  but He i s  certa i n l y  not acting 

as He promi sed . Bierce , here , seems to say e i t her God i s  

nonexistent or e l se He i s  uncar i n g ,  i n  which case h e  might 

as well be nonex istent for a l l  the good He does humani t y. 

Either way, God as a f o rce in the universe i s  removed from 

the arena of mank i nd . 

There a re several instances i n  Bierce's work when he 

'indicates the pos s i bi l i t y  of a l i v ing God , but a God who 

i s  e i ther a bumbler or is cruel . I n  conversation , Bierce 

pointed out the fa l l i bi l i t y  of God , tell ing Walter Neale 



t hat God was evo l v i ng , and t herefore, ever c ha ngeabl e .  · 

"Unfortunatel y ,  at times He would de-evolute -- backslide 

and t i me and again would substi tute , for perfectly good 

commands , s i l ly manda�es s i l l y , incomprehens ible , 

frequently crue l and who l l y  unjusti f iable . According to 

H i s  own account s ,  He made many mistakes , which He would 

$Ome t i mes undertake to correct by counte r mand ing His 

previous orders . He was quick to j u mp to concl
.
usions 

whi c h  accounts for the absurdity of some of them and His 

countermands , i f  He had led an army in t he f i eld , would 

hav.e thrown His troops into d i sorder . 1 1 32 

God , here , i s  seen as a bumbler who can ' t  make up His 

mind and who constan t l y  contradicts H i mse l f .  Such a God 

i s  of li ttle use t o  man or t he universe . The constant 

changing of this God's mind creates a s i tuat�on of constant 

c hange in t he universe . It create s ,  i n  fac t ,  c haos , and 

a c haotic universe i s ,  of course , one of t he basic tenets 

of ni hi li s m  and i ts s i ster , existential i sm. 

The a l t ernative s uggested in Bierce's ear l i e r  passage 

is a cruel God . Bierce again suggests this i n  "A Son of 

the Gods" where , when t he rider i s  k i l l e d ,  t he narrator says 

b i tterly , "Would one exception have marred too muc h  the 

pitiless perfection of the div ine , eternal plan? 11 3 3  
The 

key word in this quote i s  "pi ti l ess . "  I t  suggests a God of 

hate , one who lacks the essential Christian qua l i ty of mercy. 

Bierce seems to say that the God of love i s  a myth, and that 

t he rea l i ty i s  a God of hate who i s  p i ti l es s  in His dea l i ngs 

w i t h  man .  Albert Camu s ,  in his di scussion of rebel l ion says 



much the same thin g .  

Paradoxical l y ,  the blasphemers have injected new 
l ife into the jealous God whom Chr istianity wished 
to banish from history . 

One of their most profoundly audacious acts was to 
recruit Christ into their camp by making His story 
end on the Cross and on the bitter note of the cry 
that precedes H is agony . By this means it was pos­
sible to preserve the implacable face of a God of 
hate -- which coincided far better with creation as 
the rebe l s ·  conceived it. Until Dostoievsky and 
N ietzsche ,  r e be l l ion is directed only against a 
cruel and capricious divin ity -- a d iv inity who 
prefers , without any convincing motive , Abel's 
sacrifice to ��in's and , by so doing provokes the 
f irst murder . 

Camus' def inition of a rebel in the passage seems to 

describe B ierce , who suspected that creation was e ither the 

product of a God of hate or of a capric ious d iv in ity . Eric 

Sol o mon exp l a in s  Bierce's attitude toward God when he claims 

that Bierce ' s  philosophy is one of cos mic iron y .  "One o f  the 

concomitants of this discipline is the certa inty that God is 

an enemy, not a f r iend , of man . He is a careless God .. 1 1 3 5  

.Whether God is cruel o r  simply careless does n o t  matter . 

The God of love and mercy has been destroyed , and His replace-

ment. is . e ither actively against man or is simp l y  unable 

to influence the universe in any positive way . Neither o f  

these alternatives seems to be of any use to mankin d .  God 

may as wel l  be dead . I t  appears that this latter idea a l so 

occurred to Bierce . 

Bierce ,  it appears , was haunted from an early age by · 

the poss ibility o f  the death of God . Carey McWil l iams 

reports tha t Bierce had a recurring dream as a child in 



which he traversed a dark and desolate land to a deserted 

·build ing where he found a figure on a bed . Looki n g  into 

the f igure's face , he was d i sturbed to find the features 

were his own .
36 

Bierce later described the dream in his 

poem "Finis Aetern i tatis ." 

For man is ages dead in every zone ; 
The angels all are dead but I alone ; 

The· dev i l s ,  too , are cold enough at last, 37 And God lies dead before the great white throne! 

The death of God and of the f i gure in this excerpt 

seems to indicate that as a youngste r ,  Bierce was al ready 

entertaining nihil istic ideas about death . I t  i s  interes t i ng 

to note that i n  the dreary place of the dream, mankind , too , 

i s  dead . The angel i n  the poem who i s · speaking , later says 
38 

"And swear Eternity shall be no mor e . "  I t  appears that 

Bierce was actively entert
.
a in ing the idea that there is 

no l i fe after death . Eternity i ts e l f  has d ied in this 

poem and there i s  no promise of anytning after i t s  death . 

Essential l y ,  the universe which man inhabits has disappeared 

into the void .  

I n  this poem, Bierce seems to move quite close t o  the 

existential insistence on the death of God and the resul tant 

nothingness . The tone of the poem is that of forlornness . 

Man ,  with the death of God , has been l e f t  with no thing . I n  

"Existen tial ism is a Humanism ," Sartre succ inctly states 

man's pos i t i on given the death of God . " When we speak of 

forlornness , a term Heidegger was fond o f ,  we mean only that 

God does not exist and that we have to face a l l  the conse-

f tk. 
,,39 

quences o 1�1s . With the death of God , Ed ie says : · 



"man 'has got lost ' and i s  now alone in the worl d .  'I have 

got l o �t; I am everything that has got lost,  s i ghs modern 

man . '1140 
The theme of isolation i s  echoed in B i e rce's war 

stories where the hero i s ,  more often than not, alone . 

B i e rc e ,  as Eri c Solomon says , " reproduces the serious minutiae 

of bat t le "  and as an integral part of the scene, "the 

i solation of the i fid i v idual who ' was alone . . .  His world was 

a few square yards of wet and trampled earth about the feet 

of h i s  horse . '11 4 1 B i e rce , i n  " F i n i s  Aeterni ta t i s , " seems 

to have gotten lost i n  some netherworld that i s  f i l led with 

death, ext inction of the universe and horrible d read . 

The tone of dread and fear in the poem indicates Bierce 

has penetrated furth e r  into · the world of the existent ial i st .  

Fear ur . dread i s  the beginning of the real ization of the 

absurd for the existential i s t .  Nietzsch e ,  Ed ie report s ,  

thought that -the di scovery of the death o f  God was not 

"the basis for a new and consoling ' humanism.' It [was] 

a frightening experience which [was) just beginni ng . 11 42 

The essence of existential
· 

Angs t ,  d read· or anxi ety , the n ,  

i s  fear. Edie explains further, "Dre ad i s  not the focused, 

exp l i c i t  fear of something,  but an �ncanny , pervasive , 

subl iminal fear of nothing, a fear that creeps up f rom 

b h .  d 1 143 
e i n  . I t  i s  interesting to note Ed i e 's language i n  

this excerpt i n  l i ght of B i e rce ' s  tales o f  the uncanny 

where fear a nd death c reep up f rom behind . A good example 

of this is Bierce ' s  ta l e ,  "A Watcher By the Dead , "  whe re 
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the her o ,  Jarre t t e ,  is so f r ightened by nothing that he 

dies. Light has long been considered a symbol of God , and 

Jarrette ' s  only light is that of a two-inch cand l e  as he 

sits in lone ly vigil by the dead body. Jarrette inspects 

the candle to see how long it wil l las t .  " I t  was bar e l y  

two inches long ; in. another hour h e  would be in darkness . 

�e replaced it in the cand l e s t ic k  and blew it out [my 

italics]. 11 4 4  
I f  the light can be considered a symbol of 

God, Mr . Jarrette has extinguished God , and is now surrounded 

by the darkness . Bierce say s ,  "He may have thought , too , or 

half thought, that the darkness . would be no worse at one 

t . 
th th . 11 45 1me an ano er . . . .  Fear overcomes Jarrette and he 

frantically scrabbles around on the f loor for the candle .  

He f inds it , r e l ights it and f inds he can disperse "the 

deeper shadows" with it. With the light, there is a 

lessening of the fear , but Jarrette extinguishes the candle 

again , and this t ime , he dies of fea r .  I n  reality , there 

is absolutely noth ing in the room to f r ighten Jarrette , 

except the lack of l ight . I n  this story, Bierce has a llowed 

his hero to experience nothingness . He has k illed the light 

and has stepped into the void . And the overwhelming fear 

has catapulted h im into a deeper void'-- that of dea t h .  

I n  the story , Bierce has approached and examined the 

existential Angs t that is the f e ar of nothingness , or of 

a universe without God . 

In a universe with a God, it is presumed that the God 

has a plan for whatever takes place in that universe . At 

leas t ,  the Judaic and Chris t ian rel igions have operated on 
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that hypothesis for several thousand year s .  But i n  a 

universe where God i s  dead or irrat ional , i t  i s  l i kel y  that 

there is no plan . I f  there i s  no plan for the universe 

and no God to conduct affairs in the universe , then it 

f o l lows that events in the universe are unplanned . I n  

fact , one can hypothesize that such a universe i s  simply 

chao s ,  tota l l y  irrational and , very l i kely , absurd . 

The universe of the existent i a l i s t s  i s  chao t i c , 

irrat ional and absurd . God does not exist in the existential 

universe , and w i t hout God , man is l e f t  a l one , isolated , to 

face chaos w i t h  no superhuman weapons . N i h i l ism i s  a philo-

sophy that i s  based on the bel i e f  that the universe lacks 

a coherent meaning or d i rection since there is no God to 

act as director and provide meaning. Existentia l i sm is a 

p h i l osophy that i s  essent ial l y  n i h i l i s t i c . The main d i f -

ference between the n i h i l i s t  and the existent ialist i s  

that the n i h i l i s t  b e l i eves that man i s  blown by the w i nds 

of chance and has no power to a f f ec t  the universe , much 

l e ss tr iumph over the chaos . The existentialist b e l i eves 

that it i s ,  indeed , possible not only to stand up to the 

universe , but ,  in certain c i r cumstances, actua l l y  to 

triumph over the chaos .
4 6  

Bierce has been c a l l ed a nihi l i s t ,  and certainly h e  

seems nihi l i st i c  o n  t h e  surface . Some time around 1922 , 

Bertha Clark Pope's Victorian soul was shocked when she 

read Bierce ' s  essay "To Train A Writer . "  She quoted a 

lengthy passage from the essay in her i n troduct ion to 



The Letters of Ambrose Bierce : 

"He should ,  for example , forget that he is an Amer ican 
and remember that he is a man . He should be neither · 
Christian nor Jew , nor Buddhist, nor Mahometa n ,  nor 
Snake Worshiper . To local standards of right and wrong 
he should be civil l y  ind ifferent. In the virtues , 
so-cal l ed , he should d iscern 0nly the rough notes of 
a general expediency ; in f ixed moral principles only 
time-saving predecisions of cases not yet before the 
court of consc ienc e .  Happiness should disclose it-
self to his enl arging inte l l igence as the end and 
purpose or l if e ; art and love as the only means to 
happiness . He should free h imself of a l l  doctrines , 
theor ies , e tiquette s ,  pol itic s ,  simplif y ing h is l ife 
and mind , attaining clar ity w ith breadth and un ity 
with height. To h im a continent should not seem wide 
nor a century long . And it would be needful that he 
know and have an ever-present consciousness that this 
is a world of fools and rogues , bl ind w ith superstition, 
tormented with envy , consumed with vanity , sel f ish , 47 
fal s e ,  crue l , cursed with il lusions -- frothing mad!" 

Mrs . Pope commented: 

Up to that last sentence Ambrose Bierce beholds this 
worl d  as one where tolerance , breadth of view, sim­
p l ic ity of l ife and mind , c l ear thinking , are a t  most 
attainabl e ,  at l east worthy of the e f fort to a ttain ; 
he regards l if e  as purposive , as having happiness f or 
its end , and art and love as the means to that good 
end . But suddenly the string from which he has been 
evoking these broad harmonies snaps with a snarl . A l l  

.is evil and hopeless -- " f rothing mad ." Both v iews 
cannot be held s imul taneously by the s��e mind . Which 
was the real be l ie f  of Ambrose Bierce? 

Mrs . Pope , probably for the wrong reasons , put her 

f inger square l y  on the problem that has been plaguing 

students of Bierce ' s  philosophical stance for year s .  Was 

Bierce an optimist or a pessimist? 

If this passage from " To Train A Write r "  is taken 

as evidence ,  it seems that Bierce began an optimist, and 

ended a pessimist. .I n mid-paragraph , there was a radical 

change . But the tone of the paragraph a l l ows us to see 

exactly where Bierce was heading. The paragraph , as 



Mrs . Pope says , begins with a benign universe i n  which a 

reasonable man can ex i s t , but suddenly , Bierce's rage breaks 

forth and he reveals what he r eal l y  thinks of h i s  wor l d  --

that i t 's frothing mad . In t h i s  passage , we see the essence 

of Bierce . He i s  indeed a nihi l i s t ,  bel i eving that the wor l d  

i s  chaos , i s  frothing madnes s .  He begins with what h e  wishes 

the universe could be , but ends by revealing what it real ly 

is . Bierce was a n i h i l i s t  who retai ned a secret wish for an 

ordered universe . His orde r l y  universe was only a daydream , 

an i l lusion , and the rea l i t y  of a chaot i c  universe enraged 

him . Hence , the violent language at the end of the para-

graph. 

At t h i s  poin t ,  Bierce may have been in a state o f  

existential rebe l l i o n .  He was a n i h i l i st i n  that he 

believed that the universe is chaot ic , but he was an 

existent i a l i s t  i n  h i s  rage at such a situat ion . Hazel 

Barnes explains existential rev o l t  l i ke thi s :  

.. . man's recognition that he stood alone in an 
irrational wor l d  w i t hout God was expressed i n  an 
atti tude in which revo l t  and despair were equa l l y  
minglea9 Things ought not to be t h i s  way was the 
cry . . .  

Camus explains further : 

Rebe l l ion i s  born of the spectacie of irrat iona l i t y ,  
confronted with an unjust and incomprehensible cond i ­
tion . But i t s  blind impulse is to demand order i n  
the midst of cgBo s ,  and unity i n  the ve r.y heart of 
the ephemera l .  

The violent rage i n  the tone o f  the last sentence in 

Bierce ' s  advice to young writers reflects Barnes' and 

Camus ' scenario of the existential man i n  rebe l l i on . 



Revol t and despair seem to be ming l ed in Bierce's strangled 

cry that this is a worl d  "cursed with il lusions -- frothing 

mad ! "  

The baf f l ed rage that Bierce expresses in his essay 

is rooted in resentment at the absurdity of man ' s  position 

in a world of chao s .  I n  The Rebe l ,  Camus explains Schel e r 's 

ideas with regard to resentment. "Resentment is very wel l  

d e f ined by Scheler as an autointoxication -- the evil secre-

�ion , in a sealed vessel , of prolonged impotence. . . .  resent-

ment a l ways turns into either unscrupulous ambition or bitter­

ness . . .  11 51 Schele r 's ideas are par t icularly important to 

an understanding of Bierce's philosophical position at the 

time of the writing of his essay "To Train A Writ e r . "  

Bierc e ,  as we have seen was enraged
.

and resentful a t  a 

universe that was "frothing mad . "  The probable reason 

for this rage , according to Camus and Scheler , was Bierce ' s  

perception of man's impotence against such a universe . 

In discussing Bierce's war f ictio n , Eric Solomon men t ions 

Bierce ' s  resentment .  "The keynote o f  Bierce's war f ic tion 

is frustratio n .  His soldiers are chagrined by their l imits 

of knowledge and their l ack of control . Life i s  terri ble 

and war is the epitome of its misery. 11 52 H . L. Mencken 

a l s o  notes the lack of control that Bierce ' s  soldiers 

exhibit in the chao t i c  world of war .  "His war stories , 

even when they deal w i t h  the heroic , do not depict s o l d iers 

as heroes ; they d epict them as bewildered foo l s , doing 

things without sense , submitting to torture and outrage 



wit.hout resistance , dying at last l ike hogs in Chicago . . . 11 53 

The chaos of war appears to be the perfect vehicle for Bierce 

to express h is resentment and frustration at the irrational 

universe , and perhap s ,  that is why his war f ic t ion is con-

sidered his bes t  work. 

It is interesting to note that Scheler says that one 

of the ef fects of resentment is bitterness . Bierce, of 

cours�, was known as "Bitter Bierce" because of h is sa tir ic·a1 

newspaper columns which raged resen t f u l l y  at the inanity of 

l if e  in the Gilded Age . The frustration "that marked his war 

stories a l so marked his newspaper columns , and it was a 

f rustration that could only be r e c t if ied by taking the next 

s tep into existentialism. 

"Sartre i n s is t s : ' Dieu n ' existe pas , ' and therefore 

man is his own master . •
� 4  

Since there is no plan for the 

universe or for man , man must l ive in complete freedom, 

choosing his own actions and value s .  To Sartr e ,  "man ' s  

freedom is absolute . There is nothing which he does or is 

which is not the resu l t  of his own free choice; hence the 

unescapable corol lary conc lusion that he is responsible for 

each choice and the resu l t s  thereof .... •�5 Roubiczek says : 

" . . .  human freedom is real . . . .  we have to start from freedom 

if we are to understand man . 1�6 In ord �r to understand 

existential man ,  one must understand the concept of absolute 

freedom and the a l ternatives that exist within such a 

concept . 

Sartre c!.aims that "existence precedes essence" by 

which he means that " . . .  f irst of a l l , man exis t s ,  turns up , 
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appears on the scene , and only afterwards , d e f i nes himse l f .  

"If man ,  as the existent i a l i s t  conceives h i m ,  i s  i nd e f i nabl e ,  

i t  i s  becafise at f i r s t  he i s  nothing . Only afterwards w i l l  

he b e  s ome t h i ng , and he himself w i l l  have made what he w i l l  

be . "  5 7  So according t o  Sartre , every man d e f i nes hims e l f  by 

choosing between various al ternat ives . Mary Warnock says: 

"ln the nothingness which l i e s  at the heart of human beings 

there . i s  an endless number of poss i b i l i t i e s . "  58 It i s  the · 

range of pos s i b i l i t i e s  that creates existential angu i sh . 

Pat r i c ia Sanborn explai
.
ns : "Angu i s h  i s  the recogn i t ion 

of the full import of freedom. I t  i s  not fear of specific 

threats i n  the wor l d . Rather i t  i s  apprehension f o l lowing 

f rom the recog n i t ion of what freedom enta i l s .  A person 

can destroy h i s  pos s i b i l i t i e s  f u l l y·a� much as he can create 

them . 1159 

The reactions to anguish create the existential al ter­

natives for man . "One reaction to anguish i s  f l i ght , aimed 

at escaping the consciousness of freedom . 1160 Thi s  a l t ernative 

i s  Sartre ' s  "Bad Fai t h . "  "Bad Fai t h  would not be possible 

except to a creature who was capable both of sel f-conscious-

ness, in the minimal prereflective manner, and of negation; 

for i t  consists i n  seeing what one i s ,  and deny i ng i t ;  

asser t i ng that one i s  what one i s  not . ir61  Bad Fa i t h , 

essential l y ,  i s  l y i n g  to ones e l f  or rationa l i z i n g .  Good 

Fai t h  i s  being honest with onese l f .  Bad Fai t h  i s  a retreat 

i nto a mindless "everyday" existenc e .  Sanborn explains 

Bad Faith, or to use Heidegger's term, inauthenc i t y ,  l ike th i s : 



The inauthen t ic person refuses to see himsel f  and h is 
wor l d  c l ear l y .  I nauthenticity is manifested in the 
misuses of language, in bad fait h ,  in the inability to 
recognize the role of the other, and in the rush of 
everyday activ it ie s .  I n  a state o f  inauthenticity, 
one appropriates others; he does not try to unders tand 
them. Cur iosity and distraction predominate . I nauthentic 
behavior is a form of uprootednes s .  The inauthentic 
person is not at home; he has f a l len out of bein g .  
Fal l ing leads t o  temptation , tranquil izing, a l ienation, 
and s e l f - entangl ing -- a downward plunge in�� the 
ground lessness of inauthentic everydayness . 

The authen t ic person , on the other hand : " . . .  comes to 

grips · with his freedom and takes responsibility for h is 

projects . "  63 

To s impl ify matters, we can say that the inauthentic 

person who is l iving in Bad Faith retreats into unthinking 

everydayness and abrogates responsibility for his choices 

in order to avoid the anguish of facing h ims e l f  as a tota l l y  

free man . Good Faith then is the opposite; the existential 

man faces his freedom and accepts responsibility for the 

choices he make s .  These are the f irst two al terna t ives 

for existential man .  He can l ive e ither in Bad Faith, 

denying h is freedom, or he can l ive in Good Faith, taking 

responsibil ity for his choices .  

There is a l so a third al ternative for man caught in 

the horror of existential anguish , and that choice is 

suicide. Frederick Karl and Leo Hammal ian explain the 

situation : 

God dead , all l ines of authority without valid ity, the 
idols of the past in their twilight or already d immed, 
atheistic Existential man has nowhere to turn but to 
his own resources .  He must rede f ine h imse l f  and , in the 
agon izing process, rede f ine time , space , place, a ims, 
f inal l·inl�S. He may turn nowhere but inward; h is own 
being "ill be the measure of all things . Everything 
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beyond exists neutra l l y , and i t  exists ind i f ferent l y ,  
without regard t o  him . I t  i s  he who must impress 
himself upon i t s  indeterminate , non-causal , unpatterned 
character . He i s  pae4ern , . or he i s  noth i ng . Suicide 
tempt s ,  or overcome s .  

Camus claims : "There i s  but one truly serious phi lo-

sophical problem , and that is suic ide . Judging whether l i fe 

i s  or is not worth l iv i ng amounts to answering the fundamen tal 

question of p h i l osophy . 11 65 

But most existen t i a l i s t s  eventua l l y  decide against 

suicide as a true al ternative because the act of conun i t t ing 

suicide i s  l ikely to be in Bad Fai th . Camus explains this 

conclusion most completel y : 

The f i nal conclusion, of absurdist reasoning i s ,  i n  
fac t ,  the repudiation o f  suicide and the acceptance o f  
the desperate encounter between human inquiry and the 
s i l ence of the universe . Suicide would mean the end 
of this encounter , and absurdist reasoning considers 
that i t  could not consent to t h i s  without negating 
its own premises. According to absurdist reasoning , 
such a solution 6�ould be the equivalent of f l ight 
or deliverance. 

The problem of . suicide i s  important to any student of 

Ambrose Bierce ' s  wor k .  Bierce was ,  ostens ibl y ,  a believer 

in suicide . I n  h i s  essay , "The Right . to Take Oneself Off , "  

he defends the r i ght to suic ide . He compares the relat ion-

ship between God and man as that of the dealer and players 

in a poker game , and he advises the players that "The time 

to quit is when you have lost a big stake , your fool hope 

of eventual success , your forti tude and your love of the 

game . 11 67 
He goes on to say that those who choose to l ive 

are coward l y ,  and the suicides are courageous: 

Suicide is always courageou s .  We c a l l  i t  courage in 



a soldier merely to face death -- say to lead a forlorn 
hope -- al though he has a chance of l i fe and a cer tainty 
o f  "glory . "  But the suicide does more than face death; 
he incurs i t ,  and w i t h  a certai n t y ,  not of glory , but 
of reproach68 I f  that i s  not courage we must ref orm our 
vocabul ary . 

I t  seems that Bierce was foursquare i n  favor o f  suicide , 

but in the same essay , he contradicted himsel f ,  sayirig o f  

t h e  man who cqmmits suicide : 

To one who does not regard himsel f  as the center of 
creation and h i s  sorrow as the throes o f  the universe, 
life , i f  not worth l iving , is a l so not worth leaving. 
The ancient phil osopher who was asked why he did not 
die i f ,  as he taught , l i f e was no better than death , 
repl ied : "Because . death i s  no better than l i fe . "  We 
do not know that e i t her propo s i t ion i s  true , but the 
matter i s  not worth bothering about , for both states 
are supportable -- l i fe de5§i t e  i t s  pleasures and 
death despite i t s  repose . 

Also , after h i s  paragraph on the courageousness of suicide , 

he says : 

True , there may be a higher courage i n  l iving t9Bn in 
dying -- a moral courage greater than physical . 

Bierce seems to be ambivalent about suicide , and i n  the 

long run , to express the same a t t i tude toward taking one ' s  

own l i f e  as the existen t i a l i s t s  which i s  that suicide i s  

a n  al ternative , but i t  may very wel l  be the more honorable 

way to choose l i f e  in the face of " the man who keeps the 

table . 1 171 

With regard to the f i rst two al ternatives o f  the exis-

tentiali s t s ,  that of living in Bad Fai t h  or that of facing 

up to the irra t i onal , absurd universe , one can f a i r l y  safely 

say that Bierce never l i ved i n. Bad Fai t h .  He never buried 

himse l f  in "everydayness . "  Instead , he considered the 

phil osophic problems that occurred to him , and in story 
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after story , examined the causes and al ternatives of these 

problems . 

Though Bierce never openly said that he bel ieved that 

man l ives in existential freedom and must make choices or 

that man a l so has the responsibi l i t y  for h i s  choices , he 

did make rather hesitant stabs at the problem in h i s  war 

stories . H i s  biographers a l l  agree that the C i v i l  War 

years were the most important years , phi l osophica l l y , to 

Bierce, and that he never rea l l y  c�me to grips with the 

problem that war presented to him . I t  i s  possible that 

the problem Mary Warnock discusses in explaining Sartre ' s  

conception of values i s  somewhat the same as Bierce ' s  

problem w i th war .  

Values, Sartre says ' spring up · around us l i ke partridges ' 
when we take a step in any direction . But every now 
and t he n ,  perhaps because of some war or revolut ion , 
perhaps because of some personal c r i s i s, people are 
forced to think about their values, and i t  w i l l  be 
then that they face their freedom in angu i sh . They 
w i l l  f i nd themselves bereft of a l l  the ordina7� ways 
of though t ,  of a l l  the comfo r t i ng beliefs . . .  

Warnock says that a c r i s i s.l i ke a war . may bring people 

face to face w i t h  the reality that their cherished rules and 

bel iefs cannot stand under such extreme stres s ,  and that the 

are alone and free to make their own rules . 

Bierce says almost the same thing in a Pra t t l e  column, 

pub l i shed on Sunday , May 9 ,  1 8 97 : 

Time was, in that far fair world of youth where I 
went a- soldiering for Freedom , when the moral character 
of every thought and word and deed was determined by 
reference to a set of i n f i n i t e l y  precious "principles" 
infa l l i b l e  c r i teria -- moral solvents ,  mordant to all 
base m,•1a:s, and warranted by the manufacturers and 
vendor� !.CJ di sclose the fold i n  every propo s i t i on 
subm i t ��J to the tes t .  Alas , I have no longer the 



advantage of their servic e ,  but must judge 73 
on i t s  own merits -- each case as i t  comes up. 

In this excerpt , Bierce admi ts that as a youth , marching 

o f f  to war, he was a bel iever in society ' s  rules and b e l i e f s, 

but some time during the war , he i n t imates ,  he lost that com­

fortable b e l i e f  and became a skept ic , choosing to make h i s  

own judgments.. I n  short , he found himself forced to make 

his own rules. 

Sometime during the war , Bierce became a proto-exis-

tential i s t . I t  i s  quite l i kely that something happened to 

him a t  Shi l oh because most o f  h i s  b iographers seem to think 

that Shi loh , General Grant ' s  Dunki r k ,  was the turning point 

in Bierce ' s  l i fe, though Stuart Woodruff bel ieves i t  may 

have been Chi ckamauga where " i n  the enchanted fores t , he 

' lo s t  something ' that he never recovered although he went 

back over the same ground many t i mes to f i nd i t . 11 74 

I n  h i s  essay "What I Saw o f  Shiloh , "  Bierce recaptures 

the horror and glory of the scene , and in the process 

possibly reveals the roots of h i s  l�ter proto-exi sten t i a l i sm .  

He describes the scene o f  bat t l e  i n  harrowing detail, 

includ i ng � graphic descript ion o f  a wounded man whose 

"brain protruded i n  bosse s ,  dropping o f f  i n  f lakes and 

s t r ings . 1 1 75 
Bierce ' s  brigade was pinned down by ar t i l lery 

f i r e ,  and it is during this barrage that he rages against 

h i s  impotence in the face of such impersonal death . "What 

would we not have given to join them [the other men in the 

batt le] in their brave, hopeless task ! But to l i e  inglorious 



beneath showers of shrapnel dar t i ng divergent from the 

unassailable sky -- meekly to be blown out of l i f e  by 

l evel gusts of grape -- to c l ench our teeth and shrink 

helpless before big shot pushing noisily through the 

consenting air -- t h i s  was horr i ble ! 1176 In the last 

section of the arti�l e ,  Bierce reminisces about his youth 

as a soldie r ,  say ing : !'Unfami l iar landscape s ,  g � i  ttering 

w i t h  sunshine or sul�en with ra i n ,  come to me demand ing 

recogni tion , pas s ,  vanish and give place to others .  Here 

in the night s t retches a wide and blasted f i e l d  studded 

w i th hal f-extinct f ires burning redly w i t h  I know not 

what presage of ev i l . Again I shudder as I note i t s  

desolation and i t s  awful s i l �nce . Where was i t ?  To 

what monstrous inharmony of death was i t  the v i s i b l e  

7 7  
prelude?" 

Bierce sounds l i ke an existent i a l i s t  wonder i ng about 

the irrational universe in this excerpt , and i n  fact , that 

i s  almost what he i s .  War i s  chaos where man ei ther l ives 

or dies . War i s  chaos where man i s  dehumanized , turned into 

a f ighting machine , with no thought to his desires or w i she s .  

Yet war i s  a chaos where the individual ' s  own choices 

whether he a t tacks and r i sks death or �hether he runs and 

r i sks ignominy , whether he raises h i s  head and r i sks being 

kil led or whether he opts for momentary safety behind a 

r o t t en log -- makes the d i f ference to the whole rest of 

h i s  l i f e .  
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Perhaps at Shiloh Bierce faced a moment of truth when 

the i l lusions of his youth f e l l  from him and l e f t  him alone 

in harsh reality , recognizing the necessity to make his own 

choices in life . Certainl y ,  his awareness of such a moment 

is exhibited over and over again in his war stories. 

One of the hallmarks of Bierce ' s  war stories is that 

the action occurs within a v�ry short period of time . As 

Bertha Clark Pope say s :  "Bierce ' s  interest does not lie in 

the group experie�ce nor even in the experience of the 

individual through a long period . His unit of time is the 

minute , not the mont h . "  78 Davi d Weimer echoes her: "What 

the characters undergo � - and what matters to Bierce -- is 

an instant , always brigh t l y  attractive in its brief duration , 

of intensely f e l t  or intense l y  perceived experience . The 

grotesquely unstabl e ,  fragile , precarious nature of the 

individual ' s  rare and therefore valuable experience is 

precisely Bierce ' s  theme . 1 179 

The instant that interests Bierce has been cal l ed 

" the existential mome n t "  by M . E .  Grenander because it i s  

the very time that t h e  i l lusion of reason fal l s  away from 

man , and he i s  faced w i t h  the f u l l  force of the absurd . 

Grenander explains Bierce ' s  recurrent existential 

moment this way : 

Bierce had learned that man stands poised precariously 
on the abyss of anguish , despai r ,  and death . Most 
critical human actions are motivated at those junctures 
when the soul is stripped naked and for better or worse , 
stands alone . These crucial moments in a man ' s  -- or 
a woman ' s  -- life are those which �ot only indicate 
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the pattern of h i s  personality, but reveal h i s  char­
acter . 

Thus even the man who i s  a�le �o strike through the mask 
to the real ity beyond f i nds himsel f ,  in a moment of 
cri s i s ,  faced with the ult imate existential anx i e t y .  As 
a l i v i n g ,  sentient organism he must act, w i t h  such 
awareness and such understanding as he can muster of 
forces that are frequently dark and mysteriou s .  I nvolved 
are not only h i s  own being , but a l so history , human 
nature , and f i nal l y ,  the universe i t sel f .  How he w i l l  
act - - o r  react - - a t  such moments i s  a terr i f y ing 
self-revelat ion, for in the last analysis it i s  himse l f  
alone o n  whom h e  must r e l y .  H i s  best i s  of ten not 
good enough , an.ct he may plunge i n to the abyss . The 
soli tary confrontat ion, however , with the desert places 
of nature , the cosmo s ,  and h i s  inner being he cannot 
avoi d .  When . he faces i t ,  he may Jot recove r .  But 
during that stark agony , as at no other time , he 
discovers who he i s ,  what l i f e  i s ,  what i t  means to 
be . I f  he l i ves at a l l  after that -- and he may not 
he wi l l ,  �bke Young Goodman Brown, never agai� be 
the same . 

Bierce examines the problem of the existential moment 

over and over in h i s  war stori e s .  Some o f  h i s  existential 

heroes comm i t  suicide while others choose to l ive i n  chao s ,  

despite their knowledge o f  the true state of things i n  the 

universe . I t  almost seems as i f  Bierce were working out 

h i s  own phi l osophical d i l emma through h i s  heroe s .  I f  a t  

Shiloh, he faced the absurdity of nothingness , what did he 

resolve? He conti nued l iv i ng ; does that make him an exis-

tential opt i m i s t ?  But he defended suicide ; does that make 

him an existential pessimist? 

I f  the war stories are taken as evidence, it appears 

that Bierce remained amb ivalent about exactly how to resolve 

the question posed by the existential moment . He spent h i s  

l i f e  trying to answer Camus ' que s t i o n :  " . . .  how far i s  one t o  

go to elude nothing? Is one to die volunta r i l y  or to hope 

in spite of everything? 1181  



SECTION I I  

Pessimi s t i c  Exi s t e n t i a l i sm i n  "The Mockingbird" 

·and 

Optimi s t i c  Exi stential i sm i n  " A  Son of the Gods" 



The essence of the existential mome n t  i n  Bierce ' s  

war f ic t i on i s  that i t  i s  the moment when the lack of 

unified order i n  the universe becomes clear to the hero , 

and when he recognizes the existence of chaos and h i s  own 

cosmic insign i f i cance amidst chaos . Camus cal l s  i t  "a 

privi leged and bi tt�r moment i n  which hope has no further 

place . . . .  1 1 82 
The existential moment is the time of decision 

when man has to choose between the al ternatives of death 

or l i f e .  Man can retreat into "everydayness , "  but that i s  

n o t  Bierce ' s  way . Instead , he a l l ows h i s  heroes to choose 

between the other two existential a l ternatives -- suicide 

or l i fe which i s· responsible , val id , or in "Good Fai th . "  

The choices h i s  heroes make define them as e i t her 

existential pessim i s t s  or existential opt imist s .  Suicide 

i s  seen by most existen t i a l i s t s  as f a i l ure , or as Camus 

l ' s  . . d . d .  . , , 83 �ays : u 1 c 1  e 1 s  a repu 1at 1on . The existential 

al ternative of a l i f e  l ived in the face of chaos and 

nothingness i s  not ,  however , a true a l t ernative for Bierce 

in h i s  war stories . I nstead , Bierce chooses l i f e  through 

heroic dea t h .  The existential moment he sees i s  one i n  

which , as Von Rintelen say s ,  the " f u l l  instant . of ful f i l led , 

t imeless time i s  . . .  supposed somehow t6 leave behind the 

nothingness of wha t - i s-there and to raise us into the 

sphere of boundlessness . 1 1
84 Th i s  v i ew of death is essentially 

Roman t i c , in which the "human being who i s  condemned to death 

i s ,  at least , magn if icent before he d i sappears , and h i s  



· f · · h i· s  · t " f '  t ·  1185 magn1 1cence i s  JUS i 1ca ion . But it is also 

prototypica l l y  existential . Stuart Woodruff recognized 

this type of existential suicide in Bierce ' s  work : 

With the paradoxical ·irony some modern existentialists 
are so fond of , Bierce regarded self-destruc t i on as a 
kind of creative ac t ,  a weird moral achievement in a 
universe virtua l l y  drained of moral purpose and meaning .· 
I t  was as i f  the individual could only assert his wil l  
by relinquishing i t  al together in a final destruc tive 
act . Suicid� ?ecame � �ast salut86to a l l  those dark 
forces consp i r ing against man . . . .  

Bierce saw suicide as both. bitter failure and transcen-

dent success , a dichotomy which marked his ambivalence toward 

the possibilities ·of existence within the existential , or 

nihilistic , universe of irrational chaos . This ambivalence 

is most evident in two of his war stories , "The Mocking-bird , "  

a story of pessimistic suicide , and " A  Son of the Gods , "  a 

story of optimistic suicide .  

I n  "The Mocking-bird" Private Will i.am Grayrock , whose 

"character is a singularly fe.lici tous compound of boldness 

and sensibility , · courage and conscience'' is on his first 

sentry duty when he hears a twig snap and fires at the sound . 

Private Grayrock was lost in the forest a t  the time of the 

fatal shot which ,  when heard by his compa triot s ,  resulted 

in a hasty retreat , a scenario not unusual in men unaccustomed 

to war . Grayrock , being lost , doesn ' t  know in which direc-

tion to retreat �o he remains at his pos t ,  thus earning a 

commendation for his bravery and sensibility . Grayrock 

cannot rest though until he finds the body of the Confect-

erate soldier whom he is confident he has shot . Actua l l y , 
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he secretly hopes he has missed , but as an expert marksman, 

chances are that he has succeeded i n  k i l l ing the man. He 

goes back into the "enchanted forest" and fal l s  asleep , 

dreaming of h i s  boyhood before he and h i s  twin brother were 

separated . W i l l iam , our protagoni st , went to l ive . i n  the 

nor t h ,  " the Realm of Conjecture , "  and h i s  brother , John, 

went to l ive in the south , " the Enchanted Land . "  A l e i t ­

mot i f  of a t r i l l ing mockingbird sounds throughout the 

dream . Upon awakening , Grayrock sees a mockingbird, and 

he weeps for the past and for h i.s ·present lonel iness . The 

b i r.d f l ies away and Grayrock looks into the thicket where 

i t  sang only to d i scover the body of h i s  brother . "He had 

found h i s  man , " says Bierce ._ Grayrock i s  overcome by grief 

and gui l t  at t h i s  d i scovery and comn:iits suicide . 

The pattern o f  "The Mocking-bird" i s  typica l l y  Biercean. 

Woodruff describes " the fam i l iar pattern of Bierce ' s  war 

f i ct ion as a who l e : th� forest setting , the init iatory 

experience , the young brave hero undone by ci rcumstances 

and h i s  own frai lty , the f inal twist o:C i r ony . 1 187 Though 

the pattern i s  typical of Bierce ' s  war stories , "The 

Mocking-bird" is more completely and pessimistical l y  proto-

existential than most of the other stories . 

The f i r s t  l i nes o f  the story support Woodr u f f ' s  

scenario . "The time , a  pl easant Sunday afternoon i n  the 

ear l y  autumn of 1861 . The place , a fores t ' s  heart i n  the 

mounta i n  region of southwestern Virginia . 1 188 The action 

takes place in a fores t ,  and Private Grayrock , the young 
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brave her o ,  is about to be undone . But as Grayrock lazily 

reclines against a tree , resting in the pleasant sunl i ght , 

"a wal l  of shadow" obscures the · "golden haze" and the 

light blends i n to an " i nd i s t i nguishable blue ( MB ,  p .  1 04 ) . "  

The warm sunlight fades ,  leaving Grayrock alone i n · the 

darkness where he w i l l  face the existential moment . He 

w i l l  have to face an irrational universe where coincidence 

can condemn and ide�l i st i c  i l lusion must d i e . 

The existential moment may be d e f i ned as the clash 

between chaos and uni t y ,  between rational i t y  and irrational­

ity or between i l lusion and rek l i t y .  The e�i stential 

moment represents a sort of schizophrenia of the soul for 

Grayrock because he must face not only· the loss of his 

idea l i s t i c  i l lusions and look i n to �he rea l i t y  of chaos , 

but he must make a choice between l i fe and death amidst 

such chaos . 

Grayrock i s  a typica l l y  Biercean her o ,  an idea l i s t i c  

youth who has a good opinion of h i s  own abi l i t i e s .  Whi l e  on 

guard duty , he gets lost in the forest and h i s  confusion 

and fear lead to h i s  confrontation with the existent ial 

moment . 

The forest acts as an image i n  this story . When 

Grayrock fires the shot , it i s  night , and he is on guard 

duty in the heart of the fores t .  The wood i s  gloomy and 

the "darkness" is "deep . "  He i s  " leaning against the trunk 

of a large tree , staring into the darkness in h i s  front and 

trying to recognize known objects . . . .  But a l l  was now d i f fer� " � : 



he saw nothing i n  detai l ,  but only groups of things , whose 

shapes, not observed when there was something more of ·them 

to observe , were now unfami l i a r .  They seemed not to have 

been there befor e .  A landscape that i s  a l l  trees and 

undergrowth , moreoever ,  lacks d e f i n i t ion , i s  confused and 

wi thout accentuated poi n t s  upon which at tention can gai n  

a foothold ( M B ,  p .  100 ) ." The landscape has become eerily 

i n d i s t inc t , a place where Grayrock i s  isolated · amidst dimly 

perce ived shapes that exude sub t l e  menac e .  

Grayrock ' s  s i t uation with regard to nature can be 

compared w i t h  Albert Camus ' desc r i p t i on of the perception 

of nature by existentia� man; 

A step lower and strangeness creeps i n :  perceiving 
that the world i s  "dense , "  sensing to what a degree 
a stone i s  foreign and irreduci b l e  to u s ,  with what 
intensity nature or a landscape can negate u s .  At 
the heart of a l l  beauty l i e s  somet h i ng inhuma n ,  and 
these h i l l s , the softness of the sky , the out l i ne of 
these trees at t h i s  very minute lose the i l lusory 
meaning w i t h  which we had c l othed them, henceforth 
more remote than a lost parad i se . The primi tive 
hos t i l i ty8Bf the world rises up to face us across 
millenia . 

Nature ,  in the form of the forest , symbol izes dimly 

d i scernible chaos for Grayrock . One cannot trust h i s  own 

reason or h i s  senses i n  such a fores.t , and so Grayrock gets 

lost . 

Grayrock fires the fatal shot , i n i t iating the circum-

stances of h i s  own defeat . Bierce often allows h i s  heroes 

to make some sort of show in the face of the universe , but 

i t  is always skewed by the chao t i c  cosmos i n t o  f i nal defeat 

for the here . . I n  t h i s  case , the shot is the mechanism that 



brings Grayrock into confrontation with the nature of 

existence i n  the existential moment . 

Grayrock ' s  dream takes hi� back to h i s  youth . For 

Bierce , youth is " the Enchant ed Forest . "  I t  is a time of 

magical i l lusion , "The Period of Possi b i l i t y "  as Bierce 

def i nes it in The Dev i l ' s  D i c t ionary , before real i zation 

of the true nature of the universe and d i s i l lusion set i n .  

The d ream has a fairy tale s e t t i ng which indicates the 

idea l i s t i c  i l lusion of yout h .  Grayrock and h i s  brother , 

Joh n ,  who were twi, n s ,  l ive once ·again i n  a " far , fair land" 

where they "walked in paths of l i ght through· valleys of peace , 

seeing new t h i ngs under . a new sun ( MB ,  p .  1 03 ) . "  Th
.
e i r  

peaceful b l i s s ,  however , ends when the brothers a r e  s p l i t  

u p  on t h e  death of t h e i r  mother . Grayrock goes t o  l i ve i n  

the "Realm o f  Conjecture" whi le h i s  brother takes t h e i r  pet 

mockingbird and goes to l ive in " t he Enchanted Land . "  

The problem of the meaning of the terms for the two 

boys ' homes ari ses at t h i s  poi n t . Woodruff believes that 

the names signi f y  the s p l i t  between the dream state and 

real i t y .  "Wi l l iam ' s  home suggests both the actual world o f  

the imme d i a te present and W i l l iam ' s  tendency to theorize 

about l i f e ,  to draw conclusions from i t s  uncertain premises . 

John ' s  mysterious "Enchanted Land" i s  a nonex istent dream­

state , a " d i stant region , "  to which W i l l iam returns momen­

t ar i l y  when he becomes a c h i l d  " i n  spirit and in m�mory . 1190 

I t  seems to me that i t  i s  more l ikel y ,  i n  view of the 

pol i t i cal e v e n t s  preceding the Civil War ,  that W i l l i am ' s  



"Realm of Conjecture" a t  least in part represents the ignorance 

of people i n  the North about their Southern relat ives , ·  and 

their cur iosity about them . The "Enchanted Land" of the 

South where " s t range and wicked" people l ive seems t o  

support t h i s  thought ,  and i f  s o ,  the two lands represent 

the national Angst of the pre-Civ i l  War period when d i strust 

between the two sec t i ons of the country predomi nated . The 

image of the river running be tween the two lands · seems to 

r e i nforce t h i s  thought because the . two boys l ived on the river 

before being parted . They existed directly on the seam that 

separates the two region s ,  and w i t h  t h i s  in mind , they may 

represent the "glue "  th�t once held the two host i l e  sections 

together dur ing the idyl l i c  days of the nation ' s  youth . The 

fact that the twins , representing the common metaphor of one 

be ing , are separated and eventually end up f i gh t i ng for 

opposing sides in the Civi l ' War seems to underscore the 

image once aga i n .  There i s  a pervading schizophrenia i n  

the dream, ·not only o n  the personal level , but o n  the 

national leve l . The madness of schizophrenia has induced 

the existential moment not only for Grayroc k ,  but the 

nation as a whole .  Grayrock ' s  destruction of h i s  brother 

i s  a microcosmic exampl e  of the Angst that has thrown a 

nation into chaos , and has resulted in the moment o f  choice 

between l i fe and death for both Grayrock and for the country 

as a whol e .  I t  i s  the moment of existential maturi ty for 

Grayrock and for h i s  count ry . 

The fal: i t hat Bierce examined t h i s  metaphor in a dream 
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i s  i nteresting i n  l i gh t  of existent ial ism.  Camus a l so uses 

a sleep metaphor to expla i n  the existential awakening : · 

Weariness comes at the end of the acts of a mechanical 
l i f e , but at the same time i t  inaugurates the impulse 
of consciousness . I t  awakens consciousness and pro­
vokes what fol lows . What f o l l ows is the gradual retur� 
into the chain or it i s  the d e f i n i tive awakening. At 
t h� �nd of the awake§fng come s ,  in t ime , the consequence : 
su1c1de or recovery . 

Both ·Grayrbck and the nat ion have succumbed to a sort 

of weariness of the sou l .  Both have al lowed themselves to 

be spl i t  apar t , and the awakening from t h i s  somnolence results 

in the existential choi�e -- suicide or l i f e .  The nation 

a t tempts sui c i de , but recovers . Grayrock at tempts suic ide 

and succeed s .  

The image of the mockingbird permeates the dream, and 

upon awaken i ng , Grayrock f i nds that - there i s ,  i n  fact , a 

mockingbird t r i l l i ng in the forest . Woodruff t h i nks that 

the mockingb i rd , symbo l i cai l y ,  is a "false prophet of 

promise . '� The song ·of the mockingbird does seem to 

represent the happiness of W i l l iam ' s  yout h ,  but the idea 

of the mockingbird represe n t i ng promise seems rather 

farfetched considering W i l l iam ' s  s i tuat i on at the t ime 

he hears the bird . There i s  an a l t ernate explanation 

which seems to f i t  the image bet ter . 

I n  the South ,  there i s  an understanding among hunters , 

from the t ime they are given their f i rst guns ,  that one 

should never k i l l  a mockingb i rd . The reason for t h i s  was 

explained by Harper Lee in her novel To Kill A Mockingb i rd . 

Miss Maud i e  Atki nson explains to Scout : 
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Mockingbirds don ' t  do one thing but make music for 
us to enjoy . They don ' t  eat up people ' s  gardens . ­
don ' t  nest in corncr i bs , they don ' t  do one thi·ng but 
sing their hearts out 9�r u s .  That ' s  why i t ' s  a s i n  
to k i l l  a mockingbird . 

Harper Lee ' s  mockingbird represents a l l  that i s  

beautiful and gen tla i n  the world , and i t  i s  quite possible 

that Bierce ' s  mockingbird symbol i zes the same thing.  The 

· mockingbird was a constant companion to W i l l iam and John 

i n  their youth when l i f e  was golden ,  and beauty and love 

were possibl e .  Of the mockingbird ' s  song , Bierce says : 

"That fresh , c l ear melody seemed , indeed , the s p i r i t  of . the 

scene , the meaning and i n terpretation to the sense of the 

mysteries of l i fe and love ( MB ,  p .  1 03 ) . "  

When Grayrock f i nds h i s  brother ' s  body , the scene 

i s  described thus : 

. . .  there , supine upon the ear t h , i t s  arms a l l  abroad , 
i t s  gray uni form stained w i t h  a s i ngle spot of blood 
upon the breast ,  i t s  white face turned sharply upward 
and backward , lay the image of hims e l f ! -- the body of 
John Grayrock , dead of a gunshot wound , and s t i l l  
warm ! ( MB ,  p .  1 0 4 )  · 

The image of a dead mockingbird i s  overwhelming i n  

this passage. Mockingbirds are gray · w i t h  whi t e  head s .  John 

i s  dressed in gray and h i s  face i s  whi t e .  A dead bird ' s  

head , � f  the b i rd i s  lying on i t s  back , i s  usua l l y  " turned 

sharply upward and backward'' just as John ' s  head is posit ioned . 

Grayrock has not only k i l led h i s  twin brother , but he has 

k i l led the mockingbird -- the source of beauty and gent l e-

ness in the � o r l d .  
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To underscore t h i s  image , Bierce than adds that " t he 

shr i l l ing bird upon the bough overhead s t i l led her song and , 

f l ushed wi th sunse t ' s  crimson gl ory , gl ided s i l e n t l y  away 

through the solemn spaces of the wood ( M B ,  p .  104) . "  The 

mockingbird , symbol of the benign · wor ld , has f l own · a�ay , 

just as Grayrock ' s  once gentle world has become horribl e ,  and 

he must face t h'e u l t imate test of the indiv idual -- the 

existential moment when good has f l own away and the world 

is engulfed in horror . 

Coincidence has brought the two brothers together and 

the meeting has resul ted i n  death .  Arthur R. M i l l e r  says 

that coincidence i s  "of . paramount importance in Bierce ' s  

wor k .  "Onc e ,  i n  a story , he explai ned : ' we do not know the 

inexorable law underlying coinc idences . '  Almost a l l  of 

his tales depend on i t  in · some way . 11 94 
In a universe of 

chaos , the probab i l i t y  of 'a·ny event happening is one . There-

fore anything can happen i n  such a universe , and coincidence 

or chance i s  the norm . Bierce ' s  heavy rel iance on chance 

i n  h i s  stories merely rei nforces the �dea that he d i d ,  

indeed , b e l i eve that the universe i s  a place of chaos 

where isolated man must face the i rrational i t y  of h i s  world 

and decide how he can best approach it -- suicide or l i fe . 

Coincidence has condemned Grayrock to face t h i s  exi s t e n t i a l  

cho i ce . 

When Grayrock f i nds h i s  brother in the thicke t ,  he 

experiences the f u l l  force o f  existential angui sh , which 

resu l t s  in his suicide . Grayrock ' s  dream has been destroyed 



and along w i t h  i t  has gone h i s  idea l i s t i c  i l lusion of an 

orderly and rational universe . "Once such i l l us i ons have 

been systematically exposed , what remains i s  the paralyzing 

horror at the heart of things -- the terrible emptiness of 

l i fe i t�el f . 1 1 95 Grayrock can ' t  face such emptiness , and so 

he k i l l s  himsel f .  I n  so doi ng , he has admitted total fai lure 

in the face of the universe . Grayrock has experienced the 

existential moment , and he has chosen death over . l i f e .  

I n  k i l l i ng himsel f ;  Grayrock has subscribed to Kafka ' s  

epigram : " I n  the f i ght between you and the worl d ,  back the 

world . 11 96 Grayrock has a l l owed the senseless universe to 

destroy h i m ,  and in so doing has negated any possible meaning 

for h i s  existenc e .  Thi s  i s  the nadir of pessimi s t i c  exis-

tentialism. It is complete n i h i l i sm ,  reminiscent of the 

n i h i l i sm of Sartre who , as Paul Roubiczek points out , was 

forced by h i s  own logic t6 say : "All exi s t i ng beings are 
. . 

born for no reason , continue through weakness and d i e  by 

accident . . .  Man i s  a useless passion . 1 1 97 In choosing death 

over l i f e  when he i s  faced. w i t h  the
.

existent ial moment , 

Grayrock has denied himself the possi b i l i t y  of any value 

in h i s  l i f e .  His impulsive suicide .is u t terly pointless 

as a gesture of def iance in the face of the irrational 

universe because there are no witnesses to know why he 

has done i t .  There i s  no moral involved . Grayrock has 

achieved abso lutely nothing by k i l l ing himse l f , except that , 

of course , he i s  dead and free of the chao s .  Grayrock ' s  

death is not a "moral achi evement" as Woodruff claims , but 
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simply a release . Grayroc k ,  i n  commi t t ing suic ide , i s  merely 

being sel f i s h .  

Yet ,  t h e  kindly Camus can f i nd some meaning even i n  so 

meaningless a suic ide as Grayrock ' s .  Perhaps , Camus suggests , 

Grayrock has created a sort of value i n  h i s  suic ide . 

I f  the world i s  a matter of indif ference to the man 
who comm i t s  suicide , i t  i s  because he has an idea of 
something that is not or could not be indif ferent to 
him . He be l i eves that he i s  destroying everything or 
taking everything w i t h  him ; but from t h i s  act of self­
destruction i t s�l f  a value· ari ses which , perhaps , 
might have made i t  worthwh i l e  to l i ve . Absolute 98 
nega t i on therefore i s  not consummated by suicide . 

The point of · Camus ' thought i s  that though the suicide 

does k i l l  himsel! , it is because he has an i n k l i ng of something 

that i s  important . This sqme thing gives value to the act ,  

and therefore , the man who comm i t s  suicide i n  an a t t empt to 

achieve absolute negat ion f a i l s  because there i s  value in 

the some t h i ng he suspected before the deed was accompl i shed . 

Neverthel ess , Grayrock ' s  "some t h i ng" i s  h i s  recogn i t ion 

that the cosmos i s  unfair - - that the universe doesn ' t  play 

by the rul e s .  Rul e s  are manmade tho�gh , and ' the universe i s  

under no compul s i on to abide by them . The universe i s  

moral ly lawless and cannot recognize manmade rules . 

Grayrock ' s  complaint against the cosmos i s ,  therefore , 

groundless , and once agai n ,  h i s  suicide loses i t s  meaning . 

Coincidence has condemned Grayrock becaµse chance 

brought h i s  brother to that part icular forest on that par t i -

cular night to stop that par t i cular bullet . Were h i s  vision 

of the irra t i onal universe less apocalypti c , one might say 

that Grayrock commi tted suicide in a f i t  of c h i l d i sh 



petulanc e ,  but that would be unfair to him.  When the f u l l  

f o r c e  o f  the i r r a t i onal universe i s  naked l y  revealed to 

Grayrock , h i s  reac t i o n  i s  that o f  the pessimi st . He sees 

no possible recourse for puny mankind in the face of . such 

overwhelming odd s .  "The man who keeps the table" has beaten 

Grayrock , and Grayrock , l ike Kafka , decides that i n  the 

bat t l e  between himself and the irrat ional world , he ' l l "back 

the world . "  

"The Moc k i ng-bird" shows Bierce a t  h i s  most pessimi s t i c .  

He a l lows h i s  her o ,  Gr�yrock , to experience the exi stential 

moment of f u l l  realization o f  the true natur� o f  the universe 

when his illusions are lost and existential Angst overcomes 

h�m , but Bierce f a i l s  to a l l ow Grayrock to provide any real 

value for others who have stood 9n �he edge of the abys s .  

I n  t h i s  par t icular stor y , .Bierce ' s  message to those who are 

looking i n t o  the void appears to be , " Jump ! I t ' s  the only 

t h i ng you can do . "  Th i s  viewpoint i s  u t t e r l y  pessimi s t i c  

w i t h i n  the context of existentialism.  However , within the 

same context , there does exi st an a l t ernative to suicide in 

despa i r . Not only Camu s , but Sar t r e  himsel f ,  o f fered a 

possible way to avoid the meaningless o f  Grayrock ' s  �eat h .  

There is a way t o  achieve a " f i n i t e  transcendence" i n  the 

face of the i r rat ional cosmos , and in another story , "A 

Son o f  the Gods , "  Bierce examined t h i s  a l ternat ive . 

Freidrich Nie tzsche was one o f  the f i r s t  existential 

thinkers to approac� the problem . o f how man can give meaning 

to a mean i ngless existence . God , for Nietzsche , was dead , 
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an� w i th no God , there can be no externally imposed unity 

i n  the universe . Chaos , then , must reign i n  t h i s  P,articular 

�osmo s ,  and chaos al lows no prefabricated meaning to the l i fe 

of anyone who 1 i ves within such an irrat ional uni verse . Nietzsche 

chose a rather simple way to overcome the d j f f i cul ty ·of 

meaninglessness for manki n d .  He argued that i f  God i s  dead , 

then man must become a god . Man must transcend the chaos 

to establ ish the godhead within himsel f ,  and from t h i s  logic 

sprang Nietzsche ' �  idea of the Superma n .  Essential l y ,  

Nietzsche meant t o  create a new human race because mankind , 

as he saw i t ,  "does not improve , i t  does not ·  even exist - ­

i t  i s  an abstrac t ion ; all that exists is a vast ant-hi l l  of 

indi victua l s .  ,9g Onl y certain people among mankind could 

conceive of the Superma n ,  and i t' was those isolated men 

whom N i e t zsche admired mos t .  Zarathustra says : " I  love 

those who do not know how to l ive except in per i shing , 

for they are those go ing beyond . . . loo I n  Zarathustra ' s  

statement , ·Ni etzsche prefigures the existential her o .  

He i s  the man who gives value to l i f e  because h e  i s  the one 

who recognizes the need for the Superman and i s  w i l l ing to 

perish for progress toward t h i s  goal . 

Nietzsche ' s  vi sion of the Superman implied a belief in 

progress which later existent i a l i s t s  could not suppor t .  I n  

a chaotic universe , progress seems t o  b e  out of place . I f  

the universe i s  chaos , how far can man progress? And ,  i n  

which direct ion should he proceed? To the existential i s t s ,  

the very idea of progress in chaos i s  absurd . I n stead of 



fo�lowing Nietzsche ' s  map for the ul timate progression of 

�ankind into Superme n ,  the later existentialists attem�ted 

to find a new way for man to give meaning to finite existence . 

The solution o f fered by Sartre and Camus contains Nietzsche ' s  

necessity for transcendenc e ,  but man cannot , in their view, 

transcend hims e l f  to the point of becoming a god . I n stead , 

"t-ranscendence is in , not above the wor l d .  J
Ol 

Exis tential 

man must impose his own value or meaning upon the wor l d .  He 

must create a pattern in the chaos o f  the univers e .  Hazel 

Barnes quotes Sar �re to explain :· 

To say that we invent values means nothing except t his : 
life has no meaning a priori . Before you live i t ,  
life i s  nothing , but it is for you to give i t  a meaning . 
Value ifbt1othing other than this meaning which you 
choose . 

Barnes simplifies Sartre ' s  ideas � expiaining further : 

Let us imagine reality to have the shape of a gigantic 
Chinese checkerboard � �  without even the logic a l l y  
arranged spacing o f  t h e  regularly shaped holes as in the 

. usual game boar d ,  and with various-sized marb l e s ,  only 
some o f  which will fit into the spaces provided . The 

· t raditional at titude of religion and philosophy has 
been that we faced two al ternative s .  Theological and 
rational positions have assumed that there exists some. 
correct pattern , impressed into the board itsel f ,  which 
can be discovered and which will then show us how we 
may satisfactorily and corre c t l y  arrange the piles o f · 
marbl es near us . They have assumed -- and so have the 
Nihil i sts -- that i f  there i s  no such motive for making 
a particular pat tern , then there is no reason to play 
a t  a l l . I f  there is no motive for making a particular 
pattern , they have concluded that one might as wel l 
destroy the pat terns set up by oth.ers or commit suicid e .  
Existentialism holds that there i s  a third possibility . 
There is no pre-existing pat tern . No amount o f  delving 
into the s t ructure of the board will reveal one inscribed 
there in mat t e r .  Nor is it sensible to hope fpr some 
nonma terial force which might magnetica l l y  draw the marbles 
into their correct position if we put ourselves in touch 
with such a power by prayer or drugs or any other device 

,. .. 



which man might t h i nk o f .  But wh i l e  t h i s  lack deprives 
man of guide and certain goal , it leaves him free to 
create h i s  own pattern .  I t  i s  true that there i s· no 
external model according to which one may pronounce the 
new pattern good or bad , better or worse . There are 
only the i ndiv idual judgments by him who makes i t  and 
by those who behold i t ,  and these need not agre e .  I f  
the maker f i nds value i n  h i s  own creat ion , i f  the pro­
cess of making i s  sat i s f y i n g ,  i f  the end resu l t  compares 
suf f i ciently favorably with the i n tention , then the 
pattern has fd31ne and the individual l i fe has been 
worthwh i l e . 

But Barnes ' explanation f a i l s  to explain how a person ' s  

pattern creates value for anyone but himsel f .  While the 

creation of individual meaning for one ' s  l i fe is better 

than l iv i ng w i t h  no meani ng at al l ,  i t  seems that meaning , 

in order to be transcendent , must be communicated to others .  

Sartre knew thi s ,  and an important coro l lary to the methods 

of .imposing value upon one ' s  l i f e  is that "we exist , 

essential l y ,  i n  r e l a t i on to other people . " 104 

With regard to the imposi tion of patterns on one ' s  

l i f e ,  Barnes explains Sartre ' s  thoughts about the relat ionship 

to other people l ike thi s :  

. . .  no such pattern exists alone . . Al though i t s  unique 
form and color remain d i s t i n c t l y  percept ible , i t  i s  
intermeshed with the edges o f  the patterns o f  others -­
l ike the design of a pai sley pr i n t .  The satisfaction 
in a l i f e  may well resu l t  in large part from the sense 
that these i ntermeshings have pos i t ive s i gni f i cance · 
for the i ndividual pa ttern.  There i s  another k i nd o f  
sat i sfact ion -- that which comes from t h e  knowledge 
that other persons have declared one ' s  pattern good . 
St i l l  a third derives from the real ization that what 
one has done has hel ped make i t  eas i e r  for othelj_�5

to 
l ive patterns i n t r i nsica l l y  satisfying to them . 

Thi s  i s  Sartre ' s  answer to Nietzsche ' s  i n s i stence that 

man must become a god . Sartre says that man does not ·have 



to become a god to give m�aning to l i fe i n  a chao t i c  cosmos . 

Instead , man must m�rely create a pattern for h i s  l i f e , and 

the value o f  that pattern w i l l  be decided not only by the 

individual man , but by others whose own patterns may be 

i n f l uenced by h i s  choices . Those men who have the courage 

to make such choices can be considered transcendent i n  an 

e x i s tential wor ld . 

I n  "A Son of the God s , "Ambrose Bierce begins w i t h  

Nie tzsche and ends w i t h  Sartre , and along t h e  way , exhibits 

Camus ' theory o f  existential heroism . 

"A Son of the Gods" begins w i t h  the Northern troops 

facing a stretch of open country through which they must 

pas s .  There i s  the possib i l i t y  that the Confederate troops 

are massed on the other side of a ridge which is topped by 

a stone fence . The Northern general and h i s  troops cannot 

� - see the Southerners - and ·do not know whether they are actual l y  

there· o r  not . The standard maneuver i s  to send a skirmish 

l ine out into the open w i t h  the knowledge that if the 

Southerners are there , the skirmish l i ne wi l l  be decimated . 

As the general ponders the problem, a young o f f i cer of fers 

to- ride into the open and ascertain the p o s i t i o n  of the 

opposing army . The · general a l l ows him to take the r i s k ,  

and the young man , dressed in f u l l  dress uni form and 

r i ding a white horse w i t h  a red saddle blanke t ,  canters 

into the open area . 

The scene i s  reported by an unnamed narrator who i s  

an o f f icer cl.'.r:nng the Northern troops . He and the rest o f  
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the forward troops watch in amazement as the young off icer 

exposes himself to possible enemy f i r e .  The o f f i cer rides 

directly up to a gap in the fence and sees the enemy on the 

other side . He then rides up and down in front of them , 

t r y i ng to get them to shoot at him and thus reveal their 

pos i t ion . Essent i a l l y ,  he i s  commi t t ing heroic suicide . 

The narrator becomes emot iona l l y  involved w i t h  the off icer ' s  

p l i gh t ,  reflecting the anotions f e l t  by a l l  the troops , and 

when the o f f i cer is f i n.a l l y  shot down , the troops , without 

orders , charge the r i dge in a freriz y  of emot i onal reaction 

to the hero ' s  fa l l .  As they rush forward i n t o  bat t l e ,  they 

hear the general ' s  bugler sound retreat ! The heroism of 

the young o f f i cer and the answer ing heroism among the 

ranks has all gone for naugh t .  The narrator b i t t e r l y  crie s ,  

" Ah ,  those many , many needless dead ! That great soul 

whose beau t i f u l  body is l y i ng over �onder , so conspicuous 

against the sere h i l l side -- could i t  not have been spared 

the b i t ter consciousness of a vain devot ion? Would one 

exception have marred too much the p i t i less perfec t i on of 

the divine , eternal plan? ( SG ,  p .  29 ) "  

The f i na l  anguished cry of the narrator wou l d ,  on the 

surface , seem to make t h i s  a story of n i h i l i s t i c  failure , 

and therefore , i t  would seem that t h i s  i s  a pessim i s t i c  

story . But i f  one considers the existen t i a l i s t  d e f i n i t ion 

of success as the fact that an individual has impressed , i f  

even for only a brief mome n t ,  a pattern o n  the universe , one 

can see tha t t h i s  is rea l l y  a story of existential optimism .  

6 . 



-51-

"A Son of the Gods" begins w i t h  a stage s e t t i n g  l i ke 

the beginning o f  "The Mocking-bird . "  "A breezy day and a 

· sunny .l andscape . An open co�nt r y  to right and l e f t  and 

forward ; beh i nd , a wood ( SG ,  p .  2 4 ) . "  Bierce often "sets 

the stage" in this way ,  using few words to estab l i s h  the 

scene . I n  se{tjng the stage in t h i s  manner , Bierce very 

adro i t l y  informs the reader that a drama i s  about to take 

place , and then he produces the play . 

I n  set t i ng the sc�ne for t h i s  par t i cular drama , Bierce 

has divided the characters into those behind. the l ines and 

those who compose the front l i n e s .  The men behind the l ines 

are w i t h i n  the forest and t h e i r  presence i s  described l ike 

t h i s : "The wood i s  a l i ve w i t h  them � and f u l l  of confused 

noises the occasional rattle o f  wheels as a bat tery or 

art i l l ery goes i nto pos i t ion to cover the advance ; the hum 

arid murmur o f  the soldiers talking ; · a sound o f  innumerable 

feet . i n  the dry leaves . . .  ( SQ ,  p .  24 ) . "  Bierce seems to be 

comparing the soldiers w i t h  insects · i n  t h i s  passage . Later , 

he says o f  the men : " . . .  the populous depths of the forest 

s t i l l  murmur w i t h  t h e i r  unseen and unseeing swarm . . .  ( S G ,  

p .  26 ) . "  Once aga i n ,  t h e  behind- the- l i nes troops are 

compared to insec t s .  Mankind has been dehumanized i n  t h i s  

passage , a device which E r i c  Solomon sees a s  a metaphor 

for the chaos of war : 

Man i s  dehumanized , referied to e i ther i n  terms of 
animals or mach ines . Bierce i s  . . .  di sturbed by the 
absurd i t y  of war whi c h ,  after a l l , reverses the natural 
processes . I t  i s  aga i n s t  natural law to d i e  young , and 
Bierce registers h i s  complai�t by reversing h i s  imagery , 



turning men into beasts ( a s  war doe s )  and endow\� 
the instruments of death w i t h  human at tributes . 

Bierce uses the image of man as animal and t h e  image 

of machine as man i n  many of h i s  stor i e s ,  but i n  " A Son of 

the Gods , "  Bierce ' s  compar ison of soldiers w i t h  insects i s  

reminiscent of Nie tzsche ' s  comparison o f  mankind w i t h  ants . 

Both Bierce and Nietzsche see mankind as insects chao t ica l l y  

swarming over the ear t h , and insect l ike mankind i s  seen a s  

having a s  l i t t l e  value to the universe as a n  anthi l l  has 

to mankind . 

The progress 6f Bierce ' s  blue-coated human swarm has been 

checked by open country . I f  the men move forward , they may 

very wel l step i nto the aby s s ,  i n to the arms of death . What 

is needed are a few supermen who are w i l l i ng to step into the 

abyss for the sake of othe�s , and the · troops confidently 

awa i t  the arrival of the chosen few who w i l l  form the skirmish 

l irie . Instead , they get only one superman -- the dashing 

young o f f i cer . He i s  the beloved of Zarathustra because he 

is the one who is w i l l i ng to perish ·i n  order to promote 

progress . 

The transcendental nature o f  the young o f f icer i s  made 

c l ear by Bierce through an all egorical compar ison between 

the of ficer and Christ . When the young o f f icer f i r s t  appears , 

he i s  me t by laughter . " A  wave of deris ive laughter runs 

abreast of him a l l  along the l i ne ( SG ,  p .  2 5 ) . "  But when he 

rides direc t l y  towarcl the crest of the hi l l ,  the narrator 

cries , ''How glorious ! God s !  what would we not give to be 

in h i s  place w i t h  h i s  soul ! 0 ,  i f  he would but turrr 



i f  .he could but see the love , the adora t i o n ,  the atonement ! 

( SG ,  p .  26 ) "  The rel i g i ous overtones i n  the last �peech 

indicate the swe l l ing of ecstatic emot ion at the sight o f  

the glorious f i gure alone on the hi l l .  The narrator 

continues h i s  compar i son of the o f f i cer with Chr i s t , · 

par t i cularly when he says that the o f f i cer has saved the 

line of skirmishers from almont certain annihilation by 

his heroic sacr i f i ce . "Let me pay a l l , "  says this gal lant 

man -- t h i s  m i l i tary Chr i s t ! ( S G ,  p .  27 ) "  The comparison 

between the hero �nd Chr i s t  brirtgs the story to an unbear­

able emotional pitch , and the hero ' s  f i nal gesture o f  

brandi shing h i s  sword i n  a sal ute to h i s  troops seems an 

a·n t i c l imax af ter the emot ional heights of h i s  ride up the 

h i l l . The f i nal irony o f  the worthle?sness o f  the deed 

loses some o f  i t s  strength due to t h i s  gradual lessening 

o f  emotional tensions . 

Nevertheles s ,  by equating the o f f icer with Chr i s t , · 

Bierce has ' e l evated him to godhood . I n  the mid�t o f  the 

chaos of war , the young o f f i cer has transcended common 

human i t y ,  and has become a god . Bierce seems to have 

agreed w i t h  N i etzsche that i n  the absence of God , men 

must become god s .  Like Chri st , the young o f f i c e r  has 

sac r i f i ced himself to promote the progress of mank ind , 

and has thereby become a god himsel f .  

A new ques t i on then arises . Toward what i s  t � i s  army 

o f  mankind progressing? Why exac tly has there been the 

necess ity for the young o f f icer to sacr i f ice himsel f ?  The 
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answe r ,  i t  seems , i s  that. the progress i s  toward death in the 

form of another batt l e .  Rather than progressing toward 

Neitzsche ' s  goal of a sort of super-human i t y ,  Bierce ' s  

soldiers are only progressing further into chao s ,  toward 

death . Therefore , the young o f f i cer ' s  heroism f a i l s  to 

give any value to mankind in a Nietzschean sense because h i s  

hero i sm i s  f i n i t e .  H e  i s  n o  Superma n .  Yet h e  i s  " A  Son o f  

the Gods" because h e  has transcended f i n i tude by giving 

another k i nd of value to mankind . · His reckless courage has 

made man seem to be more than an insec t .  I n  h i s  existen-

t i a l  momen t ,  the o f f i cer has chosen magn i f i cenc e ,  not only 

for himself but for a l l' of mankind . Sartre says that when a 

man makes a choi c e ,  he chooses for a l l  mankind because i n  

making the choice , h e  chooses what he thinks a l l  mankind 

107 should be . The troops recognize the o f f icer ' s  choice and 

approve by charging w i t hout orders , . thereby choosing 

magn i f icence for themselves also . At this point , Bierce ' s  

thinking has become more l i ke that 9f Sartre and Camus than 

Neitzsche . The young off icer has provided value not only 

for himse l f , but for others , and thu s ,  he has become a 

transcendent f i gure i n  an existential world . 

In ma.king the choice to risk h i s  l i f e , the young o f f icer 

has ini t iated the existential moment , not only for himself but 

for a l l  of the troops who witness h i s  act . The only one 

who is impervious to him is the commander , and since the 

commander has agreed to allow the young man t o  make the 

attempt , he t o o has made a cho i ce . 
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I n  a highly emotiona:).. tal.e ,  the commander remains a rock 

of reason , awash i n. the waves of emotion a l l  around h i m .  

Eventua l l y , t h e  emotion dashes i tself to pieces o n  t h e  stones 

of the fence , and the commander , and reason , seem to carry 

the day . Never theless , the ut ter inhumani t y  of t h i s  stone­

faced soldier i s  abhorrent to the reade r ,  and perhaps t h i s  

abhorrence springs from t h e  f a c t  that the general has been 

i n  Bad Fai t h  w i t h  h i s  troops and w i t h  the reader . 

When the young o f f i cer dashes ·madly through the open 

country , the commander , l i ke h i s  troops , is moved . The 

narrator reports the eerie sensation of time slowing down , 

and a palpable s i lence de$cends over the troops as the 

o f f icer r i des up the h i l l .  The narrator say s ,  "The burly 

commander i s  an equestrian statue of himself ( SG ,  p .  2 6 ) . "  

Clear l y ,  the commander i s  as moved by the spectacle as the 

lowl iest private . Yet when the tro�ps unleash themselves 

in a frenzied a t tack , he cal l s  them bac k .  Reason appears 

to have tr iumphed . But reason has rea l l y  gained nothing . 

The commander has , w i t h  a wo�d , transformed h i s  troops 

from "hounds unleashed" with "burni shed arms" to men who 

" s u l l enly" f o l l ow thel. r colors in re trea t ,  "gathering up the 

dead ( SG , p .  2 9 ) . " The commander. . rather than join the 

troops as they plunge exu l ta n t l y  through the abyss , t r i e s  

to "restore order" and therefore , t r i e s  to deny h i s  

own responsibi l i t y  in a l l owing t h e  events t o  happen in the 

f i r s t  place . The commander , a representative o f  reaso n ,  

f a i l s  and r e t reats i n t o  Bad Fa i t h .  



-56-

The o f f icer , on the other hand , remains in Good Faith 

as he heroica l l y  faces deat h ,  and i t  is the e f fect ·of this 

action on the other troops that is the real crux of Bierce ' s  

story . 

I f  the o f f icer i s  vi ewed as an i solated , existential 

man facing the abyss with magn i f icent courage , his act 

becomes transcendent even though i t  is patently suicidal . 

Most existentialists consider suicide n i h i l i s t i c  defeat 

when embraced as in "The Mocking-bird , "  but in certain 

instances , suicide can become existential v i ctory , and the 

action of the young o f f icer is just such an instance . 

I n  11The Myth of Sisyphus , "  Camus recounts the tale of 

the man . who was condemned by the gods eternally to r o l l  a 

stone to the top of a mounta i n ,  only t o  see i t  f a l l  back to 

the bottom. Sisyphu s ,  Camus says , i s  " the absurd hero" 
. .  

h I I  h 1 b • • t d t d . 1 • h • th . II 108 w ose w o e  e 1 n g  1 s  exer . e owar accomp 1 s  ing no ing . 

But Camus sees value i n  the fact that each time Si syphus 

plods back down the mountain to start agai n ,  he is truly 

aware of the fut i l i ty of his sitt�tion , and yet he r o l l s  the 

rock up the mountain again . As Si syphus plods along,  Camus 

says " . . .  he i s  superior to h i s  fate . He i s  stronger than 
.109 

h i s  rock . " Each trek down the mountain i s  an existential 

moment for S i syphus , and it is a moment when he knows he has 

tr iumphed over the wor l d  for the " struggle itself toward the 

heights i s  enough to f i l l  a man ' s  heart . 11 110 

Si syphus is a hero in an existential wor ld , and Bierce ' s  

young off ic( 1 ·  i s  a l so such a her o .  Sisyphus d i sobeyed the 
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gods arid i n  doing s o ,  chose h i s  own condemnat ion . The young 

o f f i cer also chooses , but he chooses h i s  own death .· 

By challenging the abyss of the open country , the 

young officer becomes the i solated symbol of a l l  men.  I n  

one central paragraph , Bierce explores the possibi l i t i es 

open to the off icer and concludes that there are two 

possibi l i ties : l i f e  and deat h .  The narrator say s :  

There i s  no hope except the hope against hope that 
the crest is clear . Tru e ,  he might prefer capture 
to death . So long as he advances ,  the l i ne w i l l  
not f ire -- why should i t ? . H e  can safely ride into 
the host i l e  r.anks and become a pri soner of war . But 
this would defeat h i s  object . I t  would. not answer 
our question ; i t  is necessary ei.ther that he return 
unharmed or· be shot to death before our eye s .  Onl y  
so sha l l  w e  know how to a c t  ( S G .  , p .  2 7 ) . 

The f i nal l ine· can be interpreted two way s .  First , i t  

can simply mean that the off icer ' s  capture would fail to 

reveal the i n formation needed about the enemy ·troops . 

Al ternativel y ,  · and w i t h . the image o� Chr i s t  i n  mind , the l i ne 

might mean that this "black f i gure on a white horse" is the 

leader of these men .  He i s  the path f i nder , searching for 

a route through the aby ss . He i s  the symbol of mankind 

i tself -- brav e ,  reckless , magni f i cent -- and he must 

ei ther d i e  or escape .  No ha l f  measures w i l l  do . 

The long,  tension- f i l l ed bui l dup suddenly snaps into 

action when the narrator cries "he has t i red . of h i s  f a i l ure , 

or sees h i s  error , or has gone mad ; he i s  dash ing d i rectly 

forward at the wal l ,  as if to take it at a leap , hedge and 

. a 1 1  J ( SG , p . 2 8 ) " 
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The o f f icer is inevitably gunned down , but before he 

i s  actually hit by a bul l e t , he stands erect in the ·f i e l d ,  

draws h i s  sword and salutes the troop s .  " I t  i s  a s i gn t o  

u s ,  to the wor l d , t o  poster i t y . I t  i s  a hero ' s  salute to 

death and h i story ( SG ,  p .  2 9 ) . "  

Though the o f f i cer has chosen certain death , he i s ,  

l ike Sisyphus , superior to h i s  fate . Though merely a man ,  

h e  has gone beyond mankind . The o f f i cer has transcended 

the world and , thus , has given value to h i s  l i fe . I n  

comm i t t i n g  suicide w i t h  such heroic magni f icence , he has 

chosen the only truly optimi stic .al ternative available 

i n  such an existential S i tuation.  Had he chosen capture , 

he would have been i n  Bad Fai th , avoiding the signi f i cant 

possibi l i t i e s  o f  the s i tuat ion . instead , he i s ,  as Camus 

said , the "human being who i s  condemned to death" who " i s ,  

a t  leas t ,  mag� i f i cent befo�e he d i s�ppears , and h i s  magni­

f i cence is h i s  just i f icat ion . 11 111 

The o f f icer , though , i s  not alone in transcendence . 

The narrator say s ,  "He i s  not alone �- he draws a l l  souls 

af ter him ( S G ,  p .  2 6 ) . "  The existential moment that the 

officer has provoked has struck not only himsel f ,  but the 

wi tnesses among h i s  own troops also . They watch him so they 

w i l l  "know how to act , 11 and h i s  heroic death spurs them 

into act i on . "The skirmishers , wi thout orders , against 

orders , are going forward at a keen run , l i ke hounds 

unleashed ( SG ,  p .  2 9 ) . "  The very men who were to be saved 

by the o f f i cer ' s  courage are the f i rst to leap into ac�ion , 
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i nspi red by h i s  bravery . I n  choosing transcendence for 

himse l f , the o f f icer has chosen transcendence for the 

skirmishers and the rest of the troops , too . 

The o f f i cer ' s  choice has f u l f i l l ed the cri teria that 
' 

Sartre drew for the only optimi s t i c  answer to the existential 

d i l emma o f  providing meaning in a �eaningless universe . 

He has chosen for hims e l f  and i n  so doing,  the pattern he 

has impressed on the cosmos i s  s i gn i f i cant because the troops 

have declared h i s  "pat tern to be good , "  and h e ,  hopef u l l y , 

has rea l i zed that . what he has done has made " i t  easier for 

h
. 

1 . . t . . 1 1  . f
. . t h " 

112 
o t  ers to 1ve pat t erns i n  rins1ca y sat 1 s  y 1 ng o t em . 

By giving meaning to h i s  own l i f e  and , therefore , to other 

l ives , the o f f i cer ' s  suicidal mission has resulted in the 

antithesis of Grayrock ' s  despairing· suicide . Rather than 

being defeated by despair , the o f f icer has proven the 

optimistic possi b i l i ty of f i n i t e  transcendence . Every man 

can be "A Son of the Gods . "  

I t  i s
.

noteworthy that the si tuation depicted i n  " A  Son 

of the Gods" is based on fac t .  Carey McW i l l iams reports 

that Bierce , himself ,  undertook such a peri l ous miss ion a t  

the Battle of Nashville . " I  never felt so brave in a l l  

my l i fe , "  -Bierce wrote in the Ju l y  1 4 ,  1 883 , e d i t i on o f  

The Wasp that i s  quoted by Mcwi l l iams . " I  dashed forward 

through every open space into every suspicious looking wood 

and spurred to the crest o f  every h i l l , exposing mysel f .  

recklessly to draw the Confederate f i r e  and d i sc lose their 

. t . " 113 
pos1 ion . Bierce ' s  hero i c  act ,  l i ke the young o f f icer ' s  
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heroism, turned out to be useless . I n  Bierce ' s  case , the 

enemy had w i t hdrawn . 

The inc ident must have bothered Bierce because he also 

included a similar act of herosim in "Killed at Resaca . "  

Though Bierce escaped , both o f  h i s  heroes in the f i ct ional 

accounts of the incident are k i l l ed .  Also , i n  each story , 

the hero ' s  courage evokes an answer ing heroism on the part 

of the troops who witness the action . 

I t  i s  l ikely · that Bierce never resolved the problem of 

why he comm i t ted such an act of appar�nt fool i shness at 

Nashv i l l e ,  and the lack of resol� tion of this problem is a 

small ref l ec t i on o f  the· lack of reso lut ion of a much larger 

philosophical problem that of whether one should approach 

a chaotic universe as an optimist or a pessimi st . 

In h i s  essays and f i ction , Bierce explored the possible 

solutions to the cosmic problem of the irrational univer se , 

and perhaps i t  i s  this exploration , i n  print , that resulted 

in the c r i t i c s ' inabi l i ty �o catego!ize him as the proponent 

of one part i cular p h i l osophical stance . He explored rea l i s m ,  

stoicism, romant i c i sm ,  n i h i l ism and natural ism, and within 

the context of these philosophies , h e  discovered the elements 

of what we regard as twentienth century existent ial i sm .  

Bierce was a rebel . He spent h i s  l i fe i n  frustrated 

revolt against what he perceived as an irrational universe , 

and l i ke Ivan Karam�zov , Bierce ' 'stood hal fway between . . .  two 

pos i tions . 11114 Bierce "constantly osc i l lated between these 

two ext remes : between l i terature and the wi l l  to power,, betwac.-



the irrational and the· rational , the desperate dream and 

. 1 1 5  
ruthless action . "  . Bierc e ,  the man and the author , "real l y  

l i ve [ d ]  h i s  problems , torn between the negative and the 

a f f i rmative . 11 1 1 6 I t  i s  this struggle that we see reflected 

not only in the two works exami ned , but in all of Bierce ' s  

war stories and i n  many of h i s  other work s .  

The equivocal ph i losophical pos i t i on Bierce was forced 
. . 

t o  adopt resulted i n  frustration and resentment , emo t i ons 

that are very e f fectively expressed i n  his war stor i e s .  He 

repeatedly used the format of the existential. moment when 

idea l i s t i c  i l lus ions are lost and are replaced by the real i t y  

of the recogn i t i o n  of t h e  irra t i onal cosmo s .  When h e  al lowed 

Grayrock to face the existential moment and then commit 

suicide in despa i r , Bierce was i l lustrating the reaction of 

the pess imistic existentialist to the absurd . Grayrock ' s  

suicide was an echo of the cry of Milton ' s  Satan , as reported 

by Camus : '" So farewell hope , and with hope farewe l l  fear , 

farewell remorse . . . .  Ev i l ,  be thou �Y good . ' I t  i s  the cry 

of outraged innocence . 1 1
1 1 7  

Bierce ' s  "suicides in despa i r "  

a r e  real l y  t h e  f i c t i onal equivalents of h i s  own . "cry of 

outraged innocence . "  

Even though most of the war stories are marked by 

frustration and resentment , Bierce did recognize the poss i-

b i l i ty of f i ni te transcendence as a method of giving value 

to man , and in th i s ,  he approached the f i nal thinking of 

the modern existent i a l i s t s  which goes beyond a n i h i l i s t i c  

acceptance oi the i rrational univers e .  I n  al lowing the 



young o f f i cer to become "A Son of the Gods , "  Bierce elevated 

mankind , raising humanity out of the mire of despair into - the 

sunl i ght of existential a f f i rmation . When he sent the young 

o f f icer into the open country alone , Bierce a f f i rmed the 

optimistic modern existential i s t s ' cred o .  He allowed man 

to be superior to h i s  f a t e .  

Though Bierce h a s  been considered a pessimist by most 

c r i t i c s , the fact the he a l l owed the young o f f i cer to commi t 

meaningful suicide indicates that Bierce was w i l l ing to 

consi der an optimistic alternative within the framework of 

an existential universe.  If  one �llows the pos s i b i l i t y  of 

opt imism i n  any form i n . one ' s  atti tude toward the universe , 

one can neither be cal l ed a n i h i l i s t  nor a pessim i s t  because 

these terms are exc lusive , making any optimism at a l l  

impossible .  I n  " f i n i te transcendence , "  Bierce found a 

certain optimism within the context of an irrational 

uni verse and he illustrates this al terna t i  ve in "A Son of 

the Gods" and i n  other stories . Since Bierce recognized 

an optimi s t i c  alternative , he can be called nei ther a pessi-

mist nor a n i h i l i s t , but he can be called an existent i a l i st . 
. . 

Like many modern existential i s t s ,  Bierce accepted the 

irrat ional universe , and l i ke them , he attempted to f i nd a 

way to give value to man ' s  existence . The idea of f i n i t e  

transcendence due to sheer courage marks Bierce a s  an 

existential t h i nker who explored one of the few forms of 

optimism available in a chaotic cosmos , and Bierce ' s  

f i c t ional s�)l :n ion to the di lemma of prov iding meaning 
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in ·an absurd cosmos was a precursor of the optimism of many 

modern existen t ia l i s t s  who showed us how to turn "darkness 

at noon" i n to " f reedom at midday . 1 11 1 8 

" 
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