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STEPHEN CRANE'S "THE RED BADGE OF
COURAGE™

Samuel B. Charters

Often children seem to spend much of
their young summers in furious imi-
tations of the adult game of war.
For weapons they have plastic toy
rifles or little metal pistols that
shoot noisy caps, their helmets are
made of cardboard or paper mache ’
their clothes are an assortment of
garments from old soldier or cowboy
costumes, with perhaps a belt or a
webbing strap from a cast off
military uniform. They will spend
hours in loud planning in the shade
of a tree or on a front porch; then
straggle off behind the house or
toward an empty lot, pretending to
march in military formation. There
will be children of all ages, even
the girls, crouching behind parked
cers "shooting" at each other with
their toy weapons. Even the young-
est child has already learned that
adult society is seriously concerned
with wer, or with violent conflict
between men. Not only are they shown
"entertainment" that presents war to
to them, but they see fathers or
uncles, sometimes even older brothers,
in uniform, they hear long descrip-
tions of military service; sometimes
they're even given souvenirs , like
captured medals or weapons. Their
education in history emphasises the
glorious nature of war; if they are
American children, the heroic
struggles at Bunker Hill, Valley
Forge, and Gettysburg; if they are
European children perhaps Agin-
court or Verdun. It is as though
Stephen Crane's ironic comment,

. Point for them the virtue of

slaughter,

Make plain to them the excellence of
killing

And a field where a thousand corpses
lie."

had been taken as an admonition. The
children, in their impatience to enter
the adult world, learn the lessons
quickly. Across the summer after-
noon will come the childish shouts of
"I got you", and another child will
rise in a slow, ugly pantomime of
death.

Nearly every child is left with what
might be called a "dream of heroism"
as a result of this early experience.
Usually it is a variation on the cheap
war entertainment that is presented to
them, and its theme is one of the pain
and sacrifice and heroic glory. The
romantic statues in public parks, the

ceremonies at "Memorial" or "Armis-
tice" days emphasize that not even
death is too great a sacrifice, and
the figures in the stories and motion
pictures presented to children rise
to heights of heroic action despite
almost overwhelming danger and fear.
Much of what they are shown is un-
pleasant, but it would perhaps be
difficult for children to understand
the necessity and justification for
war without these years of painful
education on the part of adult socie-
ty.

I have often felt that Stephen Crane's
novella "THE RED BADGE OF COURAGE:
An Episode of the American Civil war"
is most completely understood as an
expression of this dream of heroism.
The dream lingers from childhood to
adolescence; then usually becomes
blurred by other ideals and attitudes,
but there are some men who carry it
with them into maturity. Of all the
men who have written about the experi-
ence of war only Stephen Crane seems
to have brought to his writing the
sense of this heroic dream, and it is
perhaps this quality in the work
which has given THE RED BADGE OF
COURAGE its place in literature.
When Crane wrote it he was still in
his early twenties, and he was liv-
ing through one of the great periods
of American sentimentality over the
heroism of war. It was the 1890's,
and the Civil War had become part of
the American past. Its moments of
glory, real and imagined, were al-
ready part of the education of every
schoolboy, and there were thousands
of veterans mingling the memory of
the war with their nostalgia for their
youth. The early death of Crane's
father, then that of his mother when
he was nineteen, seems to have left
him in many ways still immature, and
he was sensitive, emotional young
man. During the summer of 1893 he
read through "Battles and Leaders Of
The Civil War", lingered over Win-
slow Homer's Civil War drawings;

then in a sudden creative outburst
wrote his novella in ten days.
Despite his youth he was already an
experienced writer, he somehow cast
his story into a form completely
suited to his talent, and the re-
sult was a masterpiece.

There has been a great deal of criti-
cal writing about Crame, but I have
often felt that much of it somehow
missed the point of Crane's achieve-
ment. The usual judgement, to be
found in a number of introductions
to the book, is that Crane continues
to be read because he was one of the
first "modern" writers, because his
style has the sharp clarity of a
newspaper account, because he was
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the first to picture the common man
in the great struggle of war. There
is a partial truth in all of these
statements, but it seems to me that
they fail to explain the continuing
interest in THE RED BADGE OF COURAGE.
Literary considerations are of no
concern to the general reader. Crane
was only one of a number of younger
men writing in the new journalistic
feature style, and his writing has
many of the characteristics of this
newspaper style; particularly the
clarity of description and the em-
phasis on the "common man" - since it
was, after all the common man who
read the newspapers. This clarity
and the concern with the individual
has been, from Crane's time to the
present, a distinctive feature of

the best journalistic writing. It

is certainly true, as has been stated
many times, that American fiction at
this time was largely dominated by
the sentimental novel, but this is
not too important a consideration

as far as Crane is concerned. His
reading included most of the Euro-
pean writers of the period, includ-
ing the realists like Zola, and he
was particularly excited by Tolstoy.
A pessage like this from WAR AND
PEACE -

". . . The whole air was reeking
with smoke. The soldier's faces
were smudged with powder. Some
were plugging with their ramrods,
others putting powder on the touch
pans and getting charges out of
their pouches, others were firing
their guns. But it was impossible
to see at whom they were firing
from the smcke, which the wind did
not 1lift." -

might just as well have been taken
from THE RED BADGE OF COURAGE.

Crane's novella has seemed to me to
take its place in literature as the
most intense statement of the atti-
tude toward war. The title itself,
referring to the battle wound, is an
expression of the dream of heroism.
Crane's story of a young farm boy who
runs on the first day of battle,
wanders in confusion yntil nightfall,
rejoins his regiment and fights like
a "wildcat," has much the outline of
the adolescent heroic day dream. The
book, in fact, has little to it but
the expression of this dream, height-
ened with a reporter's brilliant
sense of detail. The youth, Henry
Fleming, emerges from the blur of
the men around him only by the close-
ness with witich Crane follows his
actions. The little that is told of
his background is a commonplace men-
tion of a young boy burning to enlist,
but discouraged by his mother. Henry




himgelf is described as lying in his
tent after hearing a rumor that the
regiment was about to move, dreaming
about heroism.

". . . He had of course dreamed of
battles all his life - of vague and
bloody conflicts that had thrilled
him with their sweep and fire. In
visions he had seen himself in many
struggles. . ."

The drama of Crane's story, in fact,
is built around the emotional
struggle of the youth to fulfill

the conventional attitudes of hero-
ism in the face of noisy, terrify-
ing reality. Once Crane has flung
him into "the reek of battle" he be-
comes simply a figure that Crane is
describing, as though it were Crane
himself acting out his dream of hero-
ism. So little depth is given to the
characterization that it is difficult
to explain, in any terms which would
apply particularly to Henry Fleming,
why he acted as he did under fire.
Someone discussing the text is
usually thrown back on & line like

"A boy in battle for the first time
will feel all the emotions of young
Henry Fleming," but Crane himself
makes it clear that most of the regi-
ment stood fast the first day and
fought with dogged courage the
second despite a despairing awareness
that the battle was lost. He gives
us no reason for Henry's flight;
nothing that would set him apart
from the men around him. He simply
describes the events as a journalist,
without going intensively into moti-
vation or development of his central
figure. The work, in fact, made its
first appearance as a newspaper
serial. Like most good journalists
be is able to bring the lesser figures
to life with a few words, but, also
like them, his central figure must
have some importance beyond his own
presentation. It is as an expression
of the adolescent dream of military
heroism that Henry Fleming takes on
his importance.

It is always difficult to consider
the rest of Crane's work without the
uneasy feeling that it has been given
a great deal of attention because of
its relationship to Crane's master-
plece. A number of critics, among
them Ludwig Lewisohn, have even sug-
gested that an earlier novella, MAGGIE:
A GIRL OF THE STREETS, written when
Crane was twenty-one, is a more im-
portant work. All of Crane's first
reportorial pieces on the life of the
slums and the Bowery have considera-
ble vividness, but it is in them, I
feel, that his limitations of attitude
are most obvious. He seemed to regard
nearly all of life as a physical clash
between men or between men and some
brute physical force, such as the sea
in THE OPEN BOAT. The heroine of
MAGGIE becomes little more than a
pathetic figure caught in the clash

of masculine strength, and it is dif-
ficult to remember, at times, that

the story is about Maggie, and not
about her brother, Jimmie. Crane seems
to have had almost no understanding of
women or of any kind of more gentle
emotion. His attempts at love stories,
like the well known "The Bride Comes
To Yellow Sky", quickly revert to a
theme of violence and a clash between
men. It is this lack of emotional
sensitivity which limits much of the
early work. His alum figures are
oppressed by a brutality that is al-
most incomprehensible, and, as in

THE RED BADGE, other figures than
Crane's central figure seem to escape
the oppression with emotional atti-
tudes that are beyond him to express.

Lewisohn, in discussing Crane, wrote,

". . . the writing, despite brilliant
flecks, is hard and cold. An ultimate
lifelessness, a paralysis of some
function of the soul is troublingly
evident in all he wrote."l:

There is a marked limitation to much
that Crane wrote. Even a journalistic
success like "The Open Boat", beginning
with its dramatic feature-story sen-
tence "None of them knew the color of
the sky)} fails somehow to completely
engage the emotions. Crane hurls his
thinly outlined figures into situa-
tions against which they must struggle
80 blindly that it is not without some
impatience that even stories as bril-
liantly told as "The Open Boat' are
read closely to their conclusion. In
many of the early slum stories the
view of character is so limited and
the end of the story so obvious that
it is only the "brilliant fleck" in
the writing that sustain the interest.

With the publication of the RED BADGE
OF COURAGE Crane became an interna-
tionally known figure, and found him-
self regarded as a "dashing" young
writer, much like Richard Harding
Davis, already a popular idol when
Crane began writing. There was con-
siderable interest in the kind of
Journalistic war pieces that Davis
and Rudyard Kipling were writing,

and Crane signed & contract to write
for the Bacheller Syndicate as a
correspondent. In 1896 he was sent
to the American west, where he gather-
ed material that led to stories like
"The Blue Hotel" end "The Bride Comes
To Yellow Sky." In December, 1896,
he was involved in the disastrous
filibustering expedition to Cuba

that he described in "The Open Boat",
and then found himself at last in war.
He was sent to cover first the war
between Turkey and Greece; then

after an interlude in England, to
Cuba and the Spanish-American War.

He was still in his twenties, a tall,
nervous man with a drooping mustache.
The experience of war seems to have
deeply disturbed him. Richard Hard-
ing Davis was with Crane in an advance
position in Cuba, and they found them-
selves under fire. Crane became so
excited that he stood up and began
walking back and forth, exposing him-
self to the whizzing bullets, and
Davis finally had to physically pull
him back into the trench. Although
he was now experiencing war for him-
self his writing never again achieved
the emotional intensity of THE RED
BADGE OF COURAGE. The later writing
was often conventional, and the emo-
tional intensity of THE RED BADGE

OF COURAGE. The later writing often
conventional, and the emotions often
colored with the sentimentality of
the journalistic feature piece. He
seemed to withdraw into an attitude
even more limited than that of his
first writing years. The stories in
the strangely titled WOUNDS IN THE
RAIN, sketches of his Cuban experi-
ences published after his death from
tuberculosis in 1899, are often re-
pellent in their obsession with physi-
cal suffering. He was in poor health
for three or four years before his
death, emotionally disturbed, and he
was angered by attacks on his personal
life by the American press. It is
this growing despair that lies heavi-
ly on the later writing. Perhaps one
of his most moving later pieces was a
return to the hero of THE RED BADGE,
Henry Fleming, in the short story

1. Ludwig Lewisohn, The Story of Ameri-
can Literature, New York: Harper and
Brothers, 1932. Page 320.
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"The Veteran."” It is in many ways a
fulfillment of the heroic dream that
seemed never to leave Crane's writing.

As in THE RED BADGE, where Crane's atti-
tudes found not only a form but an ex-
pression suited to his writing style,
his poetry often has a startling in-
tensity. The style of the poems pro-
bably was suggested to him by a read-
ing of Emily Dickinson's poems that he
heard at his first dinner with William
Dean Howells, but the bitterness is
Crane's own, and the poems have a
distinctive, harsh diction. At first
reading the attitudes of the poem "War
Is Kind" would seem to be a contradic-
tion of those of THE RED BADGE - with
lines like:

"Mother whose heart hung humble as a
button

On the bright splendid shroud of your
son,

Do not weep.

War Is kind.

but the novella actually takes no atti-
tude toward the wer it so painfully
describes, and it is perhaps in these
poems that he expressed himself most
openly. Often their attitudes seem to
be little more than youthful jeering
at the ineffectuality of human knowl-
edge and belief, as in many of the
short poems from his first collection
THE BLACK RIDERS, published in 1895.

I saw a man pursuing the horizon;
Round and round they sped.

I was disturbed et this;

I accosted the man.

"It is futile," I said,

"You can never - "

"You lie," he cried,
And ran on.

The images of the poems are often
confused, however, and their effect
is weakened by his inability to
bring them to a fucus. Some of the
most moving poems are the least
successful from the artistic point
of view. They are the poems which
he wrote about his relationship with
Cora Taylor, an older woman who was,
vwhen Crane met her, the proprietess
of a brothel in Jacksonville, Florida,
and who later became his wife. The
pain in these poems is real and in-
tense, and their rare moments of
peace are as close as Crane came to
an expression of his own emotions.

Any work of art that has become a part
of the cultural background has achieved
its importance because of its expres-
sion of some experience which is
common to many individuals. Crane's
lesser work, although it has an orig-
inality of expression and clarity of
vision, is limited by the narrow area
of experience in which he chose to set
his stories. THE RED BADGE OF COURAGE
is more than this, and as a result it
remains the work of Crane's which
still reaches the widest audience. Its
intense reality becomes part of a
larger reality, reality of the dream
of heroism.

A NOTE ON THE PERFORMER

Jared Reed is one of the talented group
of younger actors who have given off-
Broadway theatre in New York much of
its excitement and vitality. Now a
member of the Phoenix Acting Company
hé has appeared in productions as di-
verse as the road company of "Paint
Your Wagon" and in the Phoenix com-
pany's very successful production of
"Hamlet" in the 1960 season. His
television appearances have included




dramatizations from the works of
Stephen Crane, among them "The Red
Badge of Courage” and "The Open Boat".
He spent many years in the southern
mountains and has toured as a folk
singer, performing the songs of his
own Scottish-American folk tradition.
This understanding of the older Ameri-
can rural life, with his Marine combat
experience in the second World War,
has given his performence of "The Red
Badge", and of Stephen Crane's poetry
and short story, a memorable depth
and insight.
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SIDE I, Band 1.

THE RED BADGE OF COURAGE

The cold passed reluctantly from the
earth, and the retiring fogs revealed
an army stretched out on the hills,
resting. As the landscape changed
from brown to green, the army awaken-
ed, and began to tremble with eager-
ness at the noise of rumors. It
cast its eyes upon the roads, which
were growing from long troughs of
liquid mud to proper thoroughfares.
A river, amber-tinted in the shadow
of its banks, purled at the ermy's
feet; and at night, when the stream
had become of a sorrowful blackness,
one could see across it the red, eye-
like gleam of hostile camp fires set
in the low brows of distant hills.

Once a certain tall soldier developed
virtues and went resolutely to wash

a shirt. He came flying back from a
brook waving his garment banner-like.
He was swelled with a tale he had
heard from a reliable friend, who had
heard it from a truthful cavalry-man,
who had heard it from his trustworthy
brother, one of the orderlies at di-
vision headquarters. He adopted the
important air of a herald in red and
gold.

"We're goin' t' move t'-morrah --
sure,”" he said pompously to a group
in the company street. "We're
goin' 'way up the river, cut across,
an' come around in behint 'em."

To his attentive audience he drew a
loud and elaborate plan of a very
brilliant campeign. When he had
finished, the blue-clothed men
scattered into small arguing groups
between the rows of squat brown huts.
A Negro teamster who had been dancing
upon a cracker box with the hilarious
encouragement of twoscore soldiers
was deserted. He sat mournfully down.
Smoke drifted lazily from a multitude
of quaint chimmeys.

"It's a lie! that's all it is -- a
thunderin' lie!" said another pri-
vate loudly. His smooth face was

flushed, and his hands were thrust
sulkily into his trousers' pockets.

He took the matter as an affront to
him. "I don't believe the derned old
army's ever going to move. We're set.
I've got ready to move eight times in
the last two weeks, and we ain't moved
yet‘u

The tall soldier felt called upon to
defend the truth of a rumor he him-
self had introduced. He and the loud
one came near to fighting over it.

A corporal began to swear before the
assemblage. He had just put a costly
board floor in his house, he said.
During the early spring he had re-
frained from adding extensively to
the comfort of his environment because
he had felt that the army might start
on the march at any moment. Of late,
however, he had been impressed that
they were in a sort of eternal camp.

Many of the men engaged in a spirited
debate. One outlined in a peculiarly
lucid menner all the plans of the
commanding general. He was opposed by
men who advocated that there were
other plans of campaign. They clamored
at each other, numbers making futile
bids for the popular attention. Mean-
while, the soldier who had fetched the
rumor bustled about with much impor-
tance. He was continually assailed by
questions.

"What's up, Jim?"
“Th' army's goin' t' move."

"Ah, what yeh talkin' about? How yeh
know it is?"

"Well, yeh kin b'lieve me or not,
Jest as yeh like. I don't care a
hang."

There was much food for thought in the
manner in which he replied. He came
near to convincing them by disdaining
to produce proofs. They grew much
excited over it.

There was a youthful private who lis-
tened with eager ears to the words of
the tall soldier and to the varied
comments of his comrades. After re-
ceiving a full of discussions concern-
ing marches and attacks, he went to

his hut and crawled through an intricate

hole that served it as a door. He
wished to be alone with some new
thoughts that had lately come to him.

He lay down on a wide bunk that
stretched across the end of the room.
In the other end, cracker boxes were
made to serve as furniture. They were
grouped about the fireplace. A pic-
ture from an illustrated weekly was
upon the log walls, and three rifles
were paralleled on pegs. Equipments
hung on handy projections, and some
tin dishes lay upon a small pile of
firewood. A folded tent was serving
as & roof. The sunlight, without,
beating upon it, made it glow a light
yellow shade. A small window shot an
oblique square of whiter light upon
the cluttered floor. The smoke from
the fire at times neglected the clay
chimney and wreathed into the room,
and this flimsy chimney of clay and
sticks made endless threats to set
ablaze the whole establishment.

The youth was in a little trance of
astonishment. So they were at last
going to fight. On the marrow, per-
haps, there would be a battle, and he
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would be in it. For a time he was
obliged to labor to meke himself
believe. He could not accept with
assurance an omen that he was about
to mingle in one of those great
affairs of the earth . . .

He had burned several times to enlist.
Tales of great movements shook the
land. They might not be distinctly
Homeric, but there seemed to be much
glory in them. He had read of
marches, sieges, conflicts, and he
had longed to see it all. His busy
mind had drawn for him large pictures
extravagant in color, lurid with
breathless deeds.

But his mother had discouraged him.
She had affected to look with some
contempt upon the quality of his war
ardor and patriotism. She could calm-
ly seat herself, and with no apparent
difficulty give him many hundreds of
reasons why he was of vastly more im-
portance on the farm than on the
field of battle. She had had certain
ways of expression that told him that
her statements on the subject came
from a deep conviction. Moreover, on
her side, was his belief that he ethi-
cal motive in the argument was impreg-
nable.

At last, however, he had made firm re-
bellion against this yellow light
thrown upon the color of his ambitions.
The newspapers, the gossip of the
village, his own picturings, had
aroused him to an uncheckable degree.
They were in truth fighting finely down
there. Almost every day the newspapers
printed accounts of a decisive victory.

One night, as he lay in bed, the winds
had carried to him the clangoring of
the church bell as some enthusiast
Jerked the rope frantically to tell
the twisted news of a great battle.
This voice of the people rejoicing

in the night had made him shiver in a
prolonged ecstasy of excitement. Later,
he had gone down to his mother's room
and had spoken thus: "Ma, I'm going to
enlist."

"Henry, don't you be a fool," his
mother had replied. She had then
covered her face with the quilt.
There was an end to the matter for
that night.

Nevertheless, the next morning he had
gone to & town that was neaxr his
mother's farm and had enlisted in a
company that was forming there. When
he had returned home his mother was
milking the brindle cow. Four others
stood waiting. "Ma, I've enlisted,"
he had said to her diffidently. There
was a short silence. "The Lord's will
be done, Henry," she had finally re-
plied, and had then continued to milk
the brindle cow. . .

Band 2.

The brigade was halted in the fringe
of a grove. The men crouched among
the trees and pointed their restless
guns out at the fields: They tried
to look beyond the smoke.

Out of this haze they could see run-
ning men. Some shouted information
and gestured as they hurried.

The men of the new regiment watched
and listened eagerly, while their
tongues ran on in gossip of the
battle. Thex mouthed rumors that
had flown like birds out of the um-

The din in front swelled to a tremen-







