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Abstract

This thesis focuses primarily on Impressionism in three of Stephen Crane's
works: Maggie: A _Girl of the Streets, The Red Badge of Courage and "The Monster."
Impressionism is the most appropriate hypothesis to describe Crane's work because it deals
with modes of perception, methods of interpretation of data, and the conflicts of
interpretation of data.

Impressionism, as I will define it, relies mainly on perception stemming from the
characters themselves. It promotes the conflict between their perception and the reality of
the surrounding world. The role of the Impressionist writer is to present these perceptions
in such a way as to point out their discontinuity. Primarily this is achieved through the use
of a fragmented narrative that reflects the cognitive responses of the protagonists. Crane
uses imagery that reflects the perspective of the protagonist, carefully choosing images to
reflect the protagonist's state of mind. These images are chosen for the effect they will have
not on the reader, but on the characters in the story. Thus, what often appears to be
meaningless has meaning when taken in terms of the whole story. Atmosphere succeeds
scene in importance, as space and shapes are translated into the essence of sensation.

Crane's Impressionist protagonist has difficulty processing what he sees. He is the

victim of his own faulty interpretation of the data with which he is presented. He is



i
influenced by his emotions, in particular fear, anxiety and pride. Reality is felt rather than
imagined, thereby making even the most unrealistic impression real for the protagonist. He
loses the ability to distinguish between empirical reality and the reality he has created for
himself because he is unable to judge which impressions should be rejected or accepted as
real. Ultimately he ends in a world of destruction, disintegration, and exhaustion.

These concepts will be more fully explored in this thesis, with examples taken from
the three works mentioned above. Emphasis will be placed on Crane's narrative techniques
and his rendering of the Impressionist protagonist as a victim of his over-stimulated

perception of the world around him.
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Introduction

XXVI

26 There was set before me a mighty hill,
And long days I climbed
Through regions of snow.
When I had before me the summit-view,
It seemed that my labor
Had been to see gardens
Lying at impossible distances.

from Stephen Crane, The Black Riders an
Other Lines

i
Critics agree that Stephen Crane's work is difficult to classify. Many
arguments have been put forth as to the critical school into which Stephen Crane might fit.
He has been labelled a Naturalist, a Realist, and a Symbolist. Studies have been done, and
much speculation has gone on, in an attempt to trace the influences on Crane's artistic genius.
It is my opinion that Crane had no set theory, but rather that he was a natural phenomenon,
a talent that could not be defined by any one influence. We know that Crane was aware of

certain contemporary writers, as well as of literary theories, but there is little supporting
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evidence that he consciously used these influences. Though many theories may be applied
to Crane's works, it is not as a direct result of them that Crane's style developed, but rather
the postulates of these theories may be laid directly over Crane's works. Crane's writing
came first, the theories came later.

Crane did not write with any one theory in mind, nor did he subscribe to any one
philosophy. However, he did claim that to adhere to the truth was the most important
philosophy when writing. If this adherence to the truth meant that he would become an
Impressionist, then that is what he became. "Impressionism was his faith. Impressionism,
he said, was truth, and no man could be great who was not an impressionist, for greatness
consisted of knowing truth" (Berryman 55). Impressionism is only one of a number of
fruitful approaches to this author's work, but it would appear to be the closest to what Crane
was trying to achieve. The question remains as to what Impressionism is and how it can be

applied to Crane's style of writing.

il
Impressionism is not, as one dictionary of literary terms would have it, a vague term
"which we might well dispense with" (Cuddon 326). It is an important style of literature
which, because of its relative vagueness in the literary world, requires a clear working
definition before a study involving its tenets can be completed.

The term Impressionism came into use when Claude Monet exhibited his painting
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"Impression: soleil levant" in Paris in 1874. An art critic used the word “impressionist' in
his review of this exhibition (Nagel 10). Thereafter, the term began to acquire a certain
ambiguity. Some artists resisted the term because it implied a school of painting; or the artist
did not see how the term could be applied to his own work. By 1886 the artists of the
original 1874 exhibit renounced the movement.

Though these French painters rejected the term Impressionism, the concept of it was
represented in their philosophies. Whether they chose to be called Impressionists or not,
these painters were creating out of relative confusion a certain organization of ideas. One
painter declared that he did not try to reproduce Nature, but rather that he represented it
because Art should express the sensations Nature aroused (Nagel 12). Another artist said
that the image must be rendered as it is seen, that visual emphasis was of the utmost
importance. This meant that often there was an obscuring of vision, "a systemic limitation
of the sensory reception of the essentials...generally the result of natural phenomena (trees,
fog, snow, darkness, distance) or, less often, problems arising from human civilization
(smoke, flags, buildings, crowds)" (Nagel 12). No matter how much critics and artists alike
disagreed with the philosophy or the technique, they did agree that Impressionism aimed at
the representation of Nature as impressed upon the eye of the artist so as to re-create the
same effect on the eye of the spectator (Nagel 14).

The fundamental concept behind Impressionism was perception, or the way an object
was actually seen by the painter. The way an object was painted depended on the

"ineluctable flux in human perceptions of even the most stable of objects" (Nagel 12). The
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effects of light and colour on an object became of great importance to the rendering of
' reality. For example, an object could be rendered differently depending on the time of day
that it was perceived by the artist. How an artist rendered a subject was not only dependent
on the lighting, but also on the state of mind of the artist at the time of the painting's
rendering. That is, Impressionism became a way for the artist to express his impression of
the subject realistically because it reflected his own sense of reality.

Contemporary writers began to take an interest in the French Impressionist painters,
beginning in France and gradually branching off into other countries, including the United
States. In fact, although the term Impressionism did not come into use until 1874, there is
evidence that the movement was already well under way before this time. Gustave Flaubert
was known to associate with several of the would-be Impressionists, and so it is to him that
the birth of literary Impressionism is credited. His 1869 novel, L'Education Sentimentale,
is said to be the first literary work to adhere to what would later become Impressionism
(Kronegger 15). However, the term was not actually used in respect to literature until 1883
by Ferdinand Brunetiere: "We can already define literary impressionism as a systematic
transposition of the expressive methods of art which is the art of writing" (Kronegger 24.
Translated in the notes 116).

Once impressionism made its way into the vocabulary of literary critics its definition
became even ;\n\ore distorted. Impressionism is acknowledged as a literary movement in
German, Danish and British literature, yet in French and American literature it still remains

rather vague. It is often confused or interchanged with such terms as symbolism, imagism,
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stream of consciousness, realism and naturalism (Kronegger 24). For the purposes of this
thesis, it is not necessary to go into detail regarding the reasons behind the confusion of the
term. What is necessary is to present to the reader a workable definition of literary

Impressionism in order to focus on the works of Stephen Crane.

iii

Literary Impressionism emerged as one in a series of attempts to respond artistically
to the perception of the world as chance. Impressionist writers found themselves faced with
a world where faith in a higher power was being replaced with an increasing despair. The
stability of reality was being shaken by ideas that were changing the way man viewed his.
universe. Man was no longer satisfied to leave his fate in the hands of an unknown entity.
This mistrust led to something even more difficult to comprehend: if there was no higher
being then how could reality be defined? Who was controlling it? The world around the
Impressionist had changed from a world of stasis and security to one based on chance and
unknowability.

Impressionism, then, became a way of defining one's universe. Based on the premise
that the world was in constant flux, the Impressionists relied on a faith in inductive
reasoning to interpret the changing world around them. Faced with a world of change, the
Impressionists developed a style that more accurately portrayed what they perceived.

Characters were not governed by Fate, nor was the author supposed to intrude upon their
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development. Characters were forced to control their own destiny through their
interpretation or misinterpretation of their individual experience. This new style of writing
depicted human consciousness in such a way that the very act of perception could be felt by
the reader. It recreated a "world of individualized sensory perception, epistemological
indeterminacy, relativism, ambiguity, fragmentation, and surfaces" (Stowell 15). It was a
world of sensation: reality was felt rather than imagined. Experience was fragmented into
sensational instants: sketches and episodes replaced the chronological narrative (Kronegger
37).
Based on perception, Impressionism came to be known for its fragmented images and
vivid colours, yet to view it as merely this is to miss the full scope of Impressionism. It is
more than just a visual approach to literature. It is an attempt to render the ever-changing
world around us in a way that reflects actual cognitive experience. It is the rendering of
human consciousness and its quest for answers in a world filled with images that stimulate
and over-stimulate the mind until reality and fantasy can no longer be distinguished.
Because of its cognitive nature, Impressionism necessarily relies on images as
experienced by a perceiving intellect. For this reason much of the narrative technique relies
on the nature of the character and how, and what, he perceives, not on what an omniscient
narrator describes.  The depiction and development of characters and themes are
inextricably linked with the narrative technique. The Impressionist writer must remain
outside the narrative, presenting the reader with sensory perceptions filtered through the

consciousness of the protagonist. Any information about the character must emerge from



what he does, what he says, and from what other characters say about him (Nagel 27).

An Impressionist narrative is often composed of what appears to be sketches and
episodes. Given that the Impressionist writer views the world as an ever-changing and highly
sensuous universe, it is not surprising that the characters in Impressionist works are reduced
to a series of states. Life is reduced to discontinuous instants because we experience it
mnstantaneously. The linear quality of time means that each passing moment will have an
effect on the future. The personality of a character is constantly being altered with each new
experience. Images and instants are significant not for what they reveal about the external
world but for what they suggest about the psychology of a character (Nagel 29).

What makes these characters unique to Impressionism is their inability to use their
experiences, past and present, to consciously shape their futures. Overcome by their own
heightened sensibilities, they lose their will to change the situation. As a result of their
over-stimulated consciousness, they withdraw into a universe where nothing exists save the
expression of fear and anxiety, conveyed to the reader through the use of vivid imagery, most
notably that of colours (Kronegger 65). This withdrawal from reality isolates the protagonist
from his family and friends. Isolation is an important theme in Impressionist literature. The
protagonist finds himself removed from society because of the uniqueness of his perception.
His isolation makes the protagonist acutely aware of his individuality, while at the same time
it creates in him the desire to be more like those around him (Stowell 28). This desire only
serves to compound the confusion and instability of the protagonist, resulting in a greater

emptiness and destruction of self.
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While viewing the surrounding world in terms of objects and images the impressionist
protagonist can no longer distinguish between empirical reality and his own reality. As he
fades into the world of objects, the protagonist's initial urge to live a full existence destrpys
his personality even while it exalts it. He sacrifices his lucidity and will because he is open
to both beauty and ugliness (Kronegger 67). In this state of disintegration and
decomposition, he cannot be a part of society. His introspective nature makes him irrational
and emotional. He is unable to judge which impressions should be rejected or accepted as
real because he is overcome by stimuli. Misguided by his own preconceived dreams and
generalizations, he is crippled by hopelessness, disillusionment and despair when reality does
not measure up to his expectations.

If the key to growth is a character's ability to make connections, and "Impressionism
is the process by which impressions are absorbed by a perceiver and synthesized by
consciousness into a gestalt that may lead to action or thought"(Stowell 25), then the problem
for the Impressionist protagonist lies in the way in which he makes connections. He is
unable to correctly interpret each fragment of experience and to connect one to another in
a manner beneficial to himself. It is difficult for him to comprehend the entire picture
because he is caught up in the fragments of experience. Since the author is not supposed
to intrude upon the work, characters are forced to make mistakes based on their own
mterpretations. Based on this premise, the character is also allowed to rectify his mistakes
based on new insight or experience. These "epiphanies' take place at moments of heightened

perceptual awareness, leading to a new way of viewing reality as experienced by the
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character, an expanded consciousness or a change in direction (Stowell 37). However, these
instances of insight are more likely to compound the original error than correct it.
Impressionistic fiction may appear to lack depth because it is so full of seemingly
disconnected images. It is important to remember that Impressionism is primarily based on
the psychology of the protagonist and the narrative technique must reflect this. One reason
that the narrative appears to be disjointed is because the author is trying to mimic the
discontinuity of time. We perceive time to pass at different rates, depending on what we are
doing. For example, an hour of sleep passes much more quickly than an hour of monotonous
work. The same holds true for the Impressionist protagonist. The narrative reflects this
through the use of "cross-cutting of scenes, the fragmentation of image complexes, and the
sensory fusion of past and present" (Stowell 35). Images are rendered as quick fragments,
often blurred by the distance or some other phenomenon to reflect the momentary aspect of
experience. The narrative is characterized by "fleeting impressions, vague gestalt images
hurriedly glimpsed, arbitrary details selected almost to the point of triviality: splashes of
colour, blurred movement, the nuances of mood, gesture, and consciousness" (Stowell 21).
There is a shift from the verb "to be" to "appears," "seems,"” or "it was as if." These
expressions emphasize the instability of perceived reality (Stowell 28). Nothing for the
Impressionist protagonist remains the same for very long. The world is in a constant state
of flux, and as such, he does not have the opportunity to analyze what he is experiencing.
It is this rapid-fire of impressions and experience that make it so difficult for him to correctly

interpret his world. He relies on an instantaneous recognition of reality, and too often this
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1s not accurate.

Impressionist fiction presents, but does not analyze; the analysis is left up to the
reader. We are aware that what the protagonist is experiencing is real only in his own mind.
We are able to connect the impressions in such a way that allows us to distinguish between
objective reality and the protagonist's subjective thoughts. However, to spend a great deal
of time analyzing the individual image is to miss the point of Impressionism. One must be
able to step back from the work and view it as a whole; otherwise, we too will become like
the protagonist - caught up in the world of impressions, unable to separate the pattern from

the picture.

iv

Now that we have established a broader base for the term impressionism, we can more
easily apply it to the works of Stephen Crane. Crane may not have stated explicitly that he
was an Impressionist, but his work reveals that he was, even if only unconsciously. He did
not need to write essays on style and technique for us to see that he was very much
influenced by the Impressionist model. The protagonists in his stories embody the
Impressionist's idea of character. Crane uses the psychology of his characters to explore
themes of isolation, change, and the search for identity. Crane's use of imagery and narrative
reflects the experience and consciousness of the protagonists. To study Crane in terms of

Impressionism, while not the only way to approach his work, is valid.
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Three of Crane's more major works, Maggie: A Girl of the Streets (1893), The Red

Badge of Courage (1895), and The Monster (1897), will be studied in order to further
elucidate what I have just stated about Impressionism. Each work will be discussed on its

own, with the focus being the most important aspects of Impressionism as seen in that

particular work.
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Chapter 1 - Maggie: A Girl of the Streets

LVII

57 With eye and with gesture
You say you are holy.
I say you lie;
For I did see you
Draw away your coats
From the sin upon the hands

Of a little child.
Liar!
from Stephen Crane, The Black Riders and Other Lines

i
If we are to believe the biographers, Stephen Crane hired several people to go about on
the subway and to sit on park benches reading his first novel, Maggie: A Girl of the Streets.
Published in 1893 under an assumed name and at his own expense, Crane's first novel was
unsuccessful. Three years later, after Crane had published The Red Badge of Courage to
much critical acclaim, and was working on other projects, including a book of poetry, he tried
again with Maggie. The public, believing it to be a recent work, was not impressed by this

novel because it was not as well written as its predecessor. But it is unfair to judge Maggie
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as a later novel even though that is the order in which the public received the two works.
Since Crane wrote Maggie first, it is logical that it be studied first. From it we might better
determine whether or not there is any development of style in Crane's short but prolific career.

Even at this early stage of Crane's writing there is evidence of Impressionism in his
work. Crane's theme and technique throughout Maggie illustrate many of the characteristics
of literary Impressionism outlined in the introduction. Each character is searching for his or
her role in a world of constant change, while at the same time plagued with an inability to
view the surrounding world in realistic terms. Their inability to separate illusion from reality
gives the novel a fragmented quality. They become isolated from society because of their
illusions and their search for identity in a world made up of fleeting instants. Crane's imagery
reflects the isolation and fragmentary quality of his Impressionist characters.

Consistent with Impressionistic fiction and painting, illusion, "as the distortion of either
apprehensive data or comprehensive analysis" and the faulty interpretation of experience, is
used to show each character's view of reality (Nagel 92). They do not see the world as it is.
Crane's use of irony emphasizes this theme of illusion in the novel. Characters are blind to
reality, and to their own moral degradation. They are caught up in the illusion they have
created of themselves and of the world that surrounds them.

Crane uses more than one perceiving intelligence in the story. Though this approach
is not as common, it is still valid in terms of Impressionist technique. In Maggie most of the

narrative emphasis is placed on Jimmie and Maggie, with lesser importance given to Pete and
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Mrs. Johnson. The narrative records the perceptions of each of these characters through a
variety of techniques. Since the narrative technique of Impressionism reflects the psychology
of the protagonists, it must therefore reflect the cognitive processes of the characters. The use
of episodic detail and colour imagery, the manipulation of time, and themes of isolation and
illusion realistically reflect the cognitive nature of the impressionist protagonist, and therefore

reflect the representation of perception.

it

Critics have attempted to fit Crane's narrative style ‘into formal genres, accusing him
of writing Maggie as a "play within a play” (Overmyer 184) and as a "three-act drama with
an appended conclusion” (Solomon 203). To view Maggie under such rigid constraints is to
miss out on the power of Crane's writing. Crane's main objective was to strive for simplicity
and truth (Berryman 55). His images are quick, fragmented, seemingly unrelated blotches of
colour and emotion, with an emphasis on visual imagery that is often overwhelming,

Crane employs a conscious technique, carefully choosing each image for the effect that
it will have not only on the reader but on the characters themselves. Images reflect the
unrealistic perception that the characters hold of each other. Detail is laid upon detail in order
to create a deeper meaning out of what at first appears to be very shallow. Each seemingly
unrelated image is carefully chosen for the impact it will have on the reader, successfully

creating a lasting impact that makes us want to go back and look more closely at the process.
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A brief paragraph in the first chapter illustrates Crane's method of layering image upon
image, just as the Impressionist painter layered colour to create shadow and depth. Our
attention is drawn to a fight by drawing attention to the various observers:

From a window of an apartment house that upreared its form from amid squat,
ignorant stables, there leaned a curious woman. Some laborers, unloading a scow at a
dock at the river, paused for a moment and regarded the fight. The engineer of a passive
tugboat hung lazily over a railing and watched. Over on the Island, a worm of yellow
convicts came from the shadow of a grey ominous building and crawled slowly along
the river's bank (Maggie 3).
On the surface this scene seems only to provide a description of the Bowery environment.
Crane's vision is "figurative and exclusive. Details are few and carefully selected, and they
never quite come into spatial or temporal focus"(Bowers, Introduction xlv; The Works of
Stephen Crane I). However, Crane does not merely describe a woman, some labourers, an
engineer, and some convicts. The images are carefully chosen to create a vagueness which
is characteristic of Impressionist writing, With each image the point of view recedes from the
foreground scene of Jimmie and the other boys fighting for the gravel heap. From the
apartment, to the dock, to the tugboat, to the Island, Crane effectively uses the distance to blur
the scene. Thus,
no object has any clear and detailed outlines, and thus, automatically, the subject itself

1s subordinated to the melodious effect of colors and sounds, which then can be used to
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evoke a particular mood....Colour, together with sound and light effects, creates

harmony. (Kronegger 46)
As the perceptual distance increases, the mood of indifference also increases. One might
assume, as one critic does, that this paragraph emphasizes the theme of "human indifference
to human suffering" as these spectators take no more interest in the fighting boys than a
passing distraction (Brennan 180). The convicts do not even take a passing interest in the
boys. Clearly this "worm of yellow convicts" is even further removed from society than the
other spectators, being physically separated on an island. Though indeterminate in number,
there are enough that when seen from a distance they lose their individuality, becoming a
single "worm" as they move along the shore. The image of a worm also conjures up a picture
of a slithering agent of decay, but Crane further emphasizes their lack of humanity by making
them "yellow." The colour yellow may allow for several interpretations, but most effective
is its association with jaundice, a condition characterized by the yellowing of the skin due to
the presence of contaminants in the blood. Further, these contaminants of society emerge
from the shadows, and are crawling toward an indistinct destination. Perhaps, as one critic
asserts, this image foreshadows the "ultimate desolation and insensate degradation towards
which this abandoned segment of society tends"(Brennan 180). The uniqueness of the image
forces us to pause, and to think about what we have read. The impression remains with us as
we continue to read the novel, illustrating how the affective representation of colour conveys

the concept of the fleeting glimpse of the passing world.
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Crane's choice of diction adds another dimension to this paragraph. He uses adjectives

in a way that is specific to his writing, and we shall see that this is a technique that he
develops even further in The Red Badge of Courage. The adjectives he chooses personify the
environment. For example, the tugboat is "passive," the stables are "ignorant," and the
building is "ominous." The curious woman watches from a window in an apartment house
that "upreared its form from amid squat, ignorant stables." Not only do the stables become
personified by being "ignorant," but the apartment house also exhibits motion. The engineer
watches from a "passive tugboat," here indicating a consciousness in the boat. The
environment appears alive and animated, lending an almost nightmarish quality to the
narrative. This is significant to Impressionism because it indicates that things glimpsed share

in the motion of the perceiver's glance and can therefore be registered in the consciousness as

moving, or, in effect, living.

iii
Much of the narrative emphasis in the novel is placed on either Jimmie or Maggie.
Interestingly, it is Jimmie's childhood and Maggie's adulthood that concern Crane. Jimmie's
early years are presented in order for the reader to gain insight into his character. He is
blinded by his experiences, and therefore lacks the vision to see the effect they might have on

his present and future.
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Crane provides a thorough and accurate psychological profile of Jimmie. The first four
chapters provide the details of Jimmie's childhood and adolescence. Consistent with the
philosophy behind the Impressionist character, the adult Jimmie is a product of his past
experiences, and Crane uses fragmented incidents to show the whole picture. Jimmie is not
merely a street punk and a bully. He is the product of poverty and a dysfunctional family, but
he is unaware of the connection between his past and his final character. Jimmie cannot
process the impressions that he experiences in a manner beneficial to himself or anyone.

Crane uses the narrative language here to effectively show the disparity between reality
and Jimmie's perception of it. Jimmie is a bully, beating up on others who are weaker than
himself, but he sees himself as being very heroic. The language reflects this illusion of
heroism, tending toward the mock-epic with words such as "honor" and "battle." Crane
juxtaposes images of heroism with realistic images to show the dichotomy between reality and
Jimmie's perceptions: "A very little boy stood upon a heap of gravel for the honor of Rum
Alley. He was throwing stones at howling urchins from Devil's Row who were circling madly
about the heap and pelting him" (Maggie 3). The description of the battle emanates from
Jimmie's perception. Crane achieves this through a third person projection of what Jimmie's
mind perceives as reality (Nagel 64). Since Jimmie views himself as being heroic, the
language used reflects his illusion. Crane's diction denotes a higher level of education and -
knowledge than Jimmie possesses, thus indicating a disparity between what is real and what

is illusory. Further, the language is juxtaposed with the reality of the situation, making the
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reader aware of the distinction between a character's perception and reality itself.

Jimmie's impression of Pete also indicates a flaw in Jimmie's perception. He sees Pete
as a "boastfully sauntering ...l1ad of sixteen years...the chronic sneer of an ideal manhood
already... upon his lips" (Maggie 4). Crane undercuts Pete's heroism by juxtaposing images
that denote a tough young man with the reality that he is appalling only to the timid. He
makes an impression only on the small boys, over whom he holds a certain power and
fascination based primarily on the fact that he is bigger than they. Jimmie admires and looks
up to Pete because he embodies everything that is heroic in the Bowery. Though he is
basically a coward, he succeeds where Jimmie could not, and, in a place where strength means
power, victory is what counts. The juxtaposing of Pete's actions and Jimmie's impression of
him shows that the values held by the Bowery inhabitants are inappropriate to reality.

A similar case can be made for Jimmie's father. Outwardly the father is tranquil, but
Crane's diction reveals the underlying hostility and violence of the man. Though he "plodded
slowly” and smoked "an apple-wood pipe", he has "sullen eyes"(Maggie 5). This is a
technique used frequently by Crane to indicate the disparity between the character's perception
of reality and reality itself. Jimmie's father ironically sees himself as a peacekeeper, but the
only way he knows how to keep order in his household is through violence.

Jimmie's father tries to maintain an image for the rest of the world to see. Although he
is violent by nature, he does not wish his neighbours to see him in this light. When Maggie

voices her opinion on her brother’s fighting, Jimmie answers "Shut up er I'll smack yer mout'.
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See?" (Maggie 7). When he hits her, their father tells Jimmie "Leave yer sister alone on the
street {[my emphasis]"(Maggie 7). Crane constantly shows improper and unexpected motives
behind proper appearances (Brennan 176). Jimmie's father says nothing about beating
Maggie. His main concern is that Jimmie should not do it in public because this could give
the neighbours the wrong impression.

In Chapter IV Jimmie grows from a boy to adolescence to manhood in the space of a
few short pages. Since memory does not rely on the spatial aspect of time, Crane effectively
renders the episodes of Jimmie's adolescence in a way that is analogous to memory. Crane
relies on cross-cutting of scenes, fragmented images, and the "sensory fusion of past and
present” to create a sense of simultaneity in the perception of Jimmie's past experiences
(Stowell 35). This technique of giving "time the character of space, to impose spatial relations
on time, to do away with a chronological narrative and replace it with sketches" is common
to impressionist works (Kronegger 58).

Crane's Impressionism reflects a way of seeing that collects only disparate and
unconsecutive data. This makes it nearly impossible for characters such as Jimmie to make
any sense out of their experiences, Each fragment confirms Jimmie's impression of the world.
Jimmie believes in nothing because there was never anything in his life in which to believe.
He "never conceived a respect for the world, because he had begun with no idols that it had
smashed" (Maggie 13). Jimmie's attitudes about the world around him are formed early in his

life, but his perceptions are not realistic. They are based on his impressions of the Bowery
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and its code of honour, already shown to be unfitting to the situations. Influenced by his
earlier experiences (the fight on the heap, his father's public persona, and Pete's 'heroism'), he
is unable to correctly interpret what he sees, nor is he able to see a connection between these
experiences and his present situations. Instead, Jimmie despises weakness, and respects only
those who are stronger than he is. In his mind he must treat everyone with suspicion:
the police were always actuated by malignant impulses and the rest of the world was
composed, for the most part, of despicable creatures who were all trying to take
advantage of him and with whom, in defense, he was obliged to quarrel on all possible
occasions" (Maggie 14).
Jimmie's past experiences lead him to believe that everyone is against him. He is incapable
of seeing the world in any other way. In his mind, he can have no influence on the present or
the future. He becomes apathetic because he sees that his actions have no impact on his life.
Characters in Impressionism lack the ability to understand why things happen to them.
Jimmie is incapable of the sort of reflection that would yield answers to his questions. He
cannot see the logical progression of events. He simply experiences life. At one point he does
try, but he does not have the mental capacity to be introspective. For example, he "had an idea
it wasn't common courtesy for a friend to come to one's home and ruin one's sister. But he
was not sure how much Pete knew about the rules of politeness"(Maggie 31). Though he
wonders vaguely on two occasions "if some of the women of his acquaintance had brothers"

(Maggie 32 and 41), he does not see that what he has done to other women has been done to
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his own sister. "Within the strict constraints of ironic implication [Crane] achieves a subtlety
of meaning utterly beyond the reach of the characters" (Howard 105). Jimmie can only
"vaguely wonder" and is therefore incapable of self-analysis. His experiences and the contrast
between his words and actions imply something to the reader, but not to him. Jimmie is not
capable of seeing that his actions and Pete's are similar. In his view his friend should not have
taken advantage of his sister, yet he sees little wrong with his having taken advantage of the

sisters of others.

v

Each character in Maggie exhibits aspects of the Impressionist protagonist, but it is
Maggie who can best be described in these terms. She is not merely blind to her moral
obligations. She is a victim of her own innocence and heightened sensibilities. Crane goes
only so far in describing the perceptions of the other characters. Each is "limited to his own
‘cylinder of vision,' and must base all of his conclusions and actions upon the limited
information available"(Nagel 44), but Maggie is overcome by hers. The others will survive
by actively merging with the "supersensual multiverse"(Stowell 13) but in succumbing to it,
Maggie cannot and will not survive.

The character of Maggie may appear on first glance to be superficial, but her increased

sensibilities make her painfully aware of the fact that she does not fit in with her environment.
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Typical of the Impressionist protagonist, she is a "spiritual exile who cannot be part of a
society which is itself in a state of disintegration and decomposition....[She is] an individual
without roots, going from one locale to another in search of something tangible" (Kronegger
66). She desperately wishes that her life were different. When Pete comes to visit, Maggie
can only see that he is everything that she is not. Jimmie believed that "fine raiment was allied
to weakness, and all good coats covered faint hearts" (Maggie 14) but even he is impressed
with Pete's fine clothes and worldly manner. Pete is the answer to Maggie's dreams of an ideal
man. Her "thoughts were often searching for far away lands where, as God says, the little hills
sing together in the moming. Under the trees of her dream-gardens there had always walked
a lover" (Maggie 19). Searching for a confidence that she does not feel, Maggie sees these
characteristics in Pete, basing her impression on his appearance:

To her the earth was composed of hardships and insults. She felt instant admiration for

a man who openly defied it. She thought that if the grim angel of death should clutch

his heart, Pete would shrug his shoulders and say, ‘Oh, ev'ryt'ing goes'(Maggie 20)
‘Maggie interprets his chronic sneer and fancy clothes as worldliness, and places him in a class
above herself. Her sensitivity leaves her "open to all impressions without passing moral
Judgments as to which type of impressions [s]he should reject or adhere to wholeheartedly”
(Kronegger 66). Impressionist characters lack the ability to use their experiences to
consciously shape their future. They become unable to judge which impressions are real and

which are imagined. Maggie mistakenly perceives Pete to be a gentleman because she is
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incapable of separating her own dreams from reality.

Maggie's heroic impression of Pete is reflected in the imagery used in association with
him. He is always described by colours that are traditional to heraldry (Simoneaux 228).
When Maggie first sees Pete he is dressed in a "blue double-breasted coat, edged with black
braid, buttoned close to a red puff tie, and his patent-leather shoes looked like murder-fitted
weapons"(Maggie 17). Maggie sees Pete as a hero, but his clothes do not reflect his inner
character. Jimmie's opinion of Pete also influences the way Maggie sees Pete. When Pete
and Maggie show a mutual interest in each other, Jimmie allows his friend to date his sister
because he believes him to be an honourable fellow. Ironically, Jimmie bases honourability
on Pete's stories of his strength, but Pete wins his battles by preying on the weak and helpless.

In reality there is nothing heroic about Pete. Maggie's perception that Pete is a gentleman is
based on the image he projects of himself and the admiration her brother affords him.
Maggie's perception that Pete lives "in a blare of pleasure” and that "he had friends and
people who were afraid of him" (Maggie 21) is based not only on the clothes he wears and the
stories he tells, but also on Maggie's own fantasies of the ideal lover. She wants to see Pete
as a gentleman, so she ignores all evidence to the contrary to make a forgone conclusion.
Maggie bases her assumptions on her imagination of better things because she lacks the
experience and the moral capacity to do otherwise. Crane juxtaposes Maggie's impression of
Pete with an example of his culture, showing him to be rude and impolite. Maggie is blinded

by her illusion that Pete is a gentleman because she has never actually met one, and therefore
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has nothing to compare him to. She "perceived that Pete brought forth all his elegance and all
his knowledge of high-class customs for her benefit"(Maggie 23). Ironically, Pete also
believes he is behaving in an elegant manner, though it is evident that he knows little of high
class customs. Crane uses irony as a tool to level our "normal assumptions and expectations"”
(Brennan 176). Though we are aware of Pete's lack of knowledge, Maggie is unable to see
the true manner of his actions. She interprets his rudeness and indifference as confidence and
class because that is what she sees in her mind. What Maggie perceives as reality is really
only the projection of her own fantasy.

The more Maggie sees of Pete the greater her dissatisfaction with her world becomes.
The world in which she lives does not measure up to the world she believes Pete to inhabit.
She lacks the ability to use her experience to consciously shape her environment. Her over-
stimulated imagination forces her to withdraw into a world filled with fear and anxiety,
making her somewhat paranoid. She becomes irrational and emotional and she is unable to
judge which impressions are real and which are imagined. Her increasing awareness that her
surroundings are not of the same apparent calibre as Pete's. creates for her a feeling of
isolation. She tries to impress Pete by attempting to fix up the wreckage of her home, but he
takes no notice. Maggie sees his indifference as proof that she is not up.to his standards, not
as evidence that Pete comes from an environment similar to her own. Desperate for someone
to love her, Maggie is grateful when Pete shows an interest in her despite her "worn black

dress"(Maggie 21) and her ruined home. She is so sensitive to her own impoverished
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surroundings that she is incapable of noticing that Pete's world is no better that hers.

For example, the plays to which Pete takes Maggie are cheap and ill-performed, and
are of the sort frequented by the lower class, yet they heighten Maggie's belief that Pete will
take her away from the poverty that she so detests. Maggie associates Pete with the hero of
the theatre and herself with the damsel in distress. In Maggie's fantasy there is a hero to
rescue her from her terrible existence. Maggie's perception of Pete as a man of honour and
a gentleman leads her to believe incorrectly that Pete is the hero who will save her from her
unsatisfactory world.

When Maggie needs someone to confide in and to help her see Pete in a realistic light
she has only herself to rely on. Her mother is unapproachable: "She would have liked to
discuss his admirable mannerisms with a reliable mutual friend. At home, she found her
mother often drunk and always raving"(Maggie 26). Jimmie and his mother fight in Chapter
IX, resulting in "the usual upheaval of the tables and chairs" (Maggie 30). It is at this point
that Pete takes Maggie away from the mess of her family home, offering her the opportunity
of escape and "a hell of a time" (Maggie 31). As she is leaving, Maggie's mother curses her
daughter:

“Yeh've gone teh deh devil, Mag Johnson, yehs knows yehs have gone teh deh devil.
Yer a disgrace teh yer people, damn yeh. An' now, git out an' go ahn wid dat doe-faced
jude of yours. Go teh hell wid him, damn yeh, an' good riddance. Go teh hell an' see

how yeh likes it' (Maggie 30).
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Maggie's mother is unaware of the effect her actions have on her daughter. The irony of thé
situation is obvious. Mrs. Johnson tells her daughter to go to hell, and yet that is exactly what
Maggie is leaving when she leaves her mother's home. It is this impression of the drunken
mother and the hell she inhabits that makes flight seem like the only solution for Maggie.
Again this episode is tied with the values of the Bowery. Maggie's mother is not
concerned with Maggie's well-being, but rather with the appearance that she is a fallen
woman. Just like her father in the earlier chapters, Maggie's mother is more concerned with
outward appearance. She is incapable of admitting her role in her daughter's decisions. Mrs.
Johnson's comprehensive analysis of reality is distorted. Clearly it is she who has "gone to
the devil." Like Pete, she is limited to her own "cylinder of vision" and therefore bases "all
of [her] conclusions and actions upon the limited information available"(Nagel 44). In her
own mind she believes that she has been a good mother to her daughter, and that Maggie
comes of good stock. Her "cylinder of vision" allows her to react to her daughter's situation
precisely because she sees only what she wants to see. Maggie makes her own decisions
regarding Pete, and to her he represents an order and stability that she cannot find anywhere
else. She associates Pete with the museums and menageries to which he takes her on their
dates, yet he is bored by these visits. He only takes an interest when he sees the "spectacle
of a very small monkey threatening to thrash a cageful" of other monkeys (Maggie 26). Pete's
personality is closely associated with disorder and violence but Maggie, in her blindness to

Pete's shortcomings, is incapable of making this correlation.
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Pete is also very much affected by his own view of reality. His job as a bartender
allows him to maintain an air of respectability and valour, characteristics that in reality he does
not possess. While behind the counter he perceives himself as a man to be respected and
feared, throwing people out of the bar and keeping everything neat and tidy. Crane undercuts
this illusion of orderliness through his use of diction. The interior of the saloon is papered in
"imitation leather". The bar is of "counterfeit massiveness”, with "a great
mahogany-appearing sideboard" behind it [my emphasis] (Maggie 33). The bar becomes for
Pete a barrier behind which he can maintain his air of respectability. It is also symbolic of
Pete's outward appearance of honour. He too is a "fake," his white jacket only an imitation
of honour. Like the bar, which relies on the "begrimed hands and munching mouths" for its
survival (Maggie 33), Pete also relies on the sliminess of mankind to make his living. Crane
juxtaposes this image of "opulence and geometrical accuracy” with a description of a cheap
and dishevelled buffet counter to further emphasize the incongruity of Pete's outward
appearance and his true character (Maggie 33). Pete is so influenced by his own impressions
of himself that as his relationship with Maggie progresses he too begins to see himself as being
in a class above Maggie.

During the early stages of their relationship the beautiful Maggie becomes for Pete a
part of his illusion of respectability and strength. Pete does not view Maggie as anything more
than part of his attire, a prop to lend a distinguished air to his person: "with Maggie gazing

at him wonderingly, he took pride in commanding the waiters" (Maggie 38). He needs her to
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prove to himself, and to others, that he is not a bully but a hero and a gentleman. In his
'cylinder of vision' he is not the cause of Maggie's ruination; he thinks he has saved her from
a life of drunken frenzy and debris and raised her up to a level above her previous station.
Though Pete shows Maggie a world that is little better than the one she has left, he perceives
his presence as giving her a life of respectability. Ironically it is Maggie's association with
Pete that ruins her, though Pete later imagines that it is his reputation that is tarnished because
of the association. Crane makes it clear that it is the appearance that Maggie is a kept woman
that is her downfall. Maggie's sexual relationship with Pete is not important to the plot, and
in fact is never mentioned by Crane. What is important is that Maggie continues to see him
even at the expense of isolating herself from her family. She does not see that her connection
with Pete will lead to her destruction.

When Maggie pleads with Pete at the saloon he is afraid that Maggie's reputation will
also stain his. Pete must maintain his honourable reputation at all cost. Though Maggie was
previously a suitable accessory, now that a shadow has been cast on her reputation Pete
cannot risk being seen with her. He is only too happy to tell her to "go thell" and to return
"with an air of relief, to his respectability” behind the bar (Maggie 50). He is so caught up
with the impressions of those around him that he cannot comprehend the reality behind the
situation. Pete does not even possess the sight that Jimmie does in terms of the women he has
been with. It at least crosses Jimmie's mind that perhaps he has had some role in the downfall

of his women. Pete only sees that Maggie's presence is now putting his reputation at risk.
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This blindness, this need to maintain pubic appearances is at the heart of the Impressionistic
text. Characters are concerned mainly with the impression that they make on the surrounding
world, and not on their feelings. = The one character who does appear to be concerned with
her own feelings is Maggie. As long as Pete says he loves her, she perceives herself to be
happy. But Maggie bases her assumptions on fantasy and illusion. Essentially Maggie has
lived most of her life in a vacuum. Because she has no past experience, she is overwhelmed
by her relationship with Pete. ‘Her initial urge to live a full existence destroys her personality
as she becomes less able to judge between impressions that are beautiful and those that are
ugly. For example, she makes a distinction between the beer halls that Pete takes her to and
her former Rum Alley environment, even though there is no difference.

Crane is not interested in pursuing the path to Maggie's moral degradation. His interest
lies 1n her increasing inability to make connections. Maggie does not view herself as a bad
woman yet she feels justified when "with a shrinking movement [she] drew back her skirts"
(Maggie 39) on passing two painted women. She is unable "to correctly perceive the world
she lives in and to come to a personal judgment about how to behave within it"(Nagel 96).
Maggie is incapable of seeing herself in the same light as these painted women because she
is incapable of making the connections between their situations and that of her own. Maggie
relies on her ability to recognize reality instantaneously, but her perceptions are inaccurate.

By Chapter XIV Maggie has changed from having "blossomed in a mud puddle"

(Maggie 16) to having an "air of spaniel-like dependence”(Maggie 43). She has lost her sense
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of self and independence in her search for love and acceptance. She has withdrawn into a
universe filled with the anxiety and fear of being abandoned. Already abandoned by her
family, Maggie must rely on Pete for acceptance, and yet she does not see that the more she
relies on him the less interest he has in her. Pete drops Maggie for Nellie, perceiving her to
be a more impressive accessory. Pete is so caught up in a world of other people's opinions that
he can no longer recognize reality. Ironically, it is now Nellie who is interested in Pefe as an
accessory. Blinded by his illusion of respectability, Pete is unable to judge who is genuinely
interested in him, and who is taking advantage of him.

Maggie is dimly aware that Pete changes in Nellie's presence. She "thought she noted
an air of submission about her leonine Pete"(Maggie 45). For one rare instant Maggie sees
Pete for what he really is and she is "astounded". In keeping with Impressionist literature
Maggie tries to rectify her mistakes based on this new insight into Pete's character but her
decision to return home comes too late. Her family will not accept her back into the house,
and without their support she is forced into the street. Like most Impressionist characters, her
problem lies in her inability to make sense out of what she sees. Her epiphany comes too late,
and she is left to live out the illusion that society has created for her. She becomes the fallen
woman that everyone assumed her to be already. As a prostitute Maggie is able to maintain
an illusion of respectability by wearing a "handsome cloak"(Maggie 52), but she cannot hide

from the truth of her situation and she ends her life in suicide.
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Maggie is clearly an Impressionistic text. Characters are blinded not only by their own
illusions but by the impressions of those around them. Maggie's mother ends in a superficial
pose of forgiveness, acted out for the benefit of the neighbours. Pete ends up in a saloon,
much like the one he believes gives him his respectability, passed out and abandoned by the
woman he thought was loyal to him. Jimmie is incapable of seeing his own role in the ruin
of other women. Of the three, perhaps he comes the closest to seeing connections between
his experiences, but it is clear that none of them has the mental and moral capabilities to see
any connections, no matter how incorrect they might be, between their own actions and their
experiences. Maggie has the capacity to see connections, but because she has little experience
her perception is inaccurate. She is destroyed as much by her urge to live a full life as by the
illusions and expectations of society, therefore making it necessary for her life to end in
suicide.

It is clear that even at this early stage of his career Crane is a very powerful and
talented writer, and his style as an Impressionist is beginning to emerge in Maggie. His talent
lies in creating impressions on the mind of the reader. We will see that his flare for words and
memorable images only improves with time and practice. In Maggie, we are often aware of
his voice, but later he will master the Impressionist technique of limited narrative, identifying

with only a single center of intelligence instead of several.
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Chapter 2 - The Red Badge of Courage

113 A soldier, young in years, young in ambition
Alive as no grey-beard is alive
Laid his heart and his hopes before duty
And went staunchly into the tempest of war.
There did the bitter red winds of battle
Swirl 'gainst his youth, beat upon his ambitions,
Drink his cool clear blood of manhood
Until at coming forth time
He was alive merely as the grey-beard is alive.

from Stephen Crane, Uncollected Poems

i

In Maggie: A Girl of the Streets we are very much aware of Crane as a visual artist,
painting images with his pen. In The Red Badge of Courage imagery is inextricably linked
to the protagonist and his perception of the world. Crane uses imagery in such a way that "a
sudden flash of insight into a particular situation or physical setting” is given to the reader
(Hough 192). The function of images in Impressionist works is not necessarily to present us
with an accurate and exact view of the world, but to present a style of description that is
"ephemeral, evanescent, constantly shifting its meaning and hence continually defying precise
definition" (Rogers 265). Crane's imagery is realistic because it reflects the protagonist's

cognitive experiences. This reflection necessarily creates a work filled with fragments,
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surfaces and ambiguity.

The Red Badge of Courage depicts the psychological meanderings of a young soldier
experiencing his first battle during the Civil War. We are privy to the feelings, thoughts,
ideas, state of mind, and experience as impressed upon Henry's mind. Images of nature,
animals, colour and religion combine to create the composite impressions of what Henry feels,
either consciously or subconsciously. The imagery is "suggestive rather than definitive,
recording brief sensations without organization and interpretation"(Nagel 28). Since the
imagery reflects Henry's psychology, it is made up primarily of sensory details: colour, light,
shadow, depth. What we are left with is a visualization of war that is at once hallucinatory
and realistic: hallucinatory because of Crane's use of "streaming and strident colours, his
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