\{dmey 1
Emma Toomey\//

Ms. Peters\_—"_
Englisl/

15 March 2013\/ M‘iﬁ&

An Hallucination That Would Not Last: Foreshadowing Bierce’s dn Occurrence At Owl Creek

U 51;/}\31({&”% WMM@/ :

Death itself? In Ambrose Bierce’s “An Occurrence At Owl Creek,”

Can one man deSperately want to believe in an hallucination to a point where he can defy

the author tests the readers’

minds to believe in the twisted effects Death may cause to a man’s physical and mental being.

./AM@/en though the readers assume that Peyton Farquhar is going to avoid Death, Bierce leaves the

readers with several hints that tell otherwise. }

To begin, Death itself faces a challenge when a man tries to defy his fate. This man tries

to “escape” from the grips of reality through his mind and being, but soon realizes that his death

cannot be avoided: “Death is a dignitary who when he comes announced is to be received with

formal manifestations of respect, even by those most familiar with him” (Bierce 2). The author

6%\5 shows the readers that Death can overcome any man’s will to live no matter how passionate it

may be. Death comes in all shapes and forms and cannot be avoided if is written in one’s
N

destiny. » Bierce’s audience does not understand the message he is trying to write

i e

quite yet due to the literal meanings of his writing, but his fate is clearly written behind the

figurative use of his words.
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dition, Bierce continues to foreshadow the man’s tragic fate with the Eﬂe hints
proughout his entire piece. Another hint is shown when readers become distracted once
,; by the ticking of the man’s watch. The readers do not understand what it is at first to the

: uhique way Bierce describes it: “And now he became conscious of a new disturbance. Striking
through the thought of his dear ones was sound which he could neither ignore nor understand, a
sharp, distinct, metallic percussion like the stroke of a blacksmith’s hammer upon the anvil; it
had the same ringing quality” (Bierce 3). Bierce eventually allows the readers to know what the
“metallic percussion” sound truly is as he explains how the man is deeply disturbed by his life
s

dwindling away. The man senses Death/coming and desperately wishes for time to stop. The

\/ ticking of his watch appears to be extremely loud because the man is holding on to every tick of

=

time that he can grasp.

Time causes him great pain, for he appears to be dying quicker than he expected: “The
intervals of silence grew progressively longer; the delays became maddening. With their greater
infrequency the sounds increased in strength and sharpness. They hurt his ear like the trust of a
knife; he feared he would shriek” (Bierce 3). The man cannot bear to handle the intervals of
silence, for he needs the ticking to insure how much he has left to live. He awaits Death with
every tick unknowingly as his hallucination of life slowly begins. , the man’s life is hinted
to be cut short by Bierce’s unique display of time dwindling away by the ticks of a watch.

Furthermore, Bierce’s foreshadowing starts to take a turn as it highlights the changes in

the man’s physical state. The man, who is now known to be Peyton Farquhar, is thought to be

—

still alive due to the permanent changes that are made to his entire being: “Something in the
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disturbance of his organic system had so exalted and refined them that they made record of | :ff‘;
ngs never before perceived” (Bierce 6). In this moment, Farquhar feels an extremely painful
change occurring throughout his entire bemg The readers believe that Peyton’s senses are being
enhanced when truly he is just experiencing the changes going from Life to Death. / ?M O(
Peyton Farquhar continues to lose more of his mind and soul as Death captures

everything within him. The readers associate the words on the paper with their literal meanings,

but Bierce intends them to be so much more: “He was sure they were arranged in some order
which had a secret and malign significance” (Bierce 9). The stars appear to be malign to him
because they will end up leading him to Deatl} a;f()i Farquhar wants to avoid Death at all costs.
Usually, stars lead travelers to destinations they wish to reach. The stars Farquhar sees leads him
towards the thing he wants to avoid the most. He is almost blind when he follows thg v is
is one of the several hints that shows he is going to die whether he wishes to or not. To
summarize, Peyton’s fate lies in the hands of Death as the constellations of his terminating life
lead him towards it.

Overall, Bierce’s foreshadowing in “An Occurrence At Owl Creek” is one of the main
reasons in why the piece is so incredibly powerful and shocking to its readers. It shows the
beauty of Life and the darkness of Death. It questions what the readers believe as it makes them
think that Farquhar is still somewhat alive when he is in fact dead. The literal meanings of

Bierce’s words also confuse the readers into thinking he is going to overcome Death. However,

the figurative meanings show that a Death is indeed going to occur at the Owl Creek Bridge.
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. '@ How Bierce Foreshadows the Ending
v

By:Emma Toomey

/:mbrose Bierce foreshadows the ending to his short story, “An Occurrence at

Owl Creek Bridge” several times throughout the piece. The foreshadowing is hidden

SHAY in 3¢ ]
behind strong imagery, thre=f SEUe Vo ioad aYatars: St-canstel-thad € rfc€,

¢ NI subtie
foreshadows throughoutvf-éu'%nps’g% Mﬁ%ﬁght clues on how the main p
Vg

gt o horgind

character, Peyton Farquhar, feels whemrheTseimg amged. Bierce describes how

Peyton falls and how his mind interprets the fact that he is dying. He writes how Peyton

ing in midair by the rope. ﬂr%

feels as if he is spinning in a vortex when he is really justh

¥/

is completely free of

N\

to his death.

Ambrose Bierce describes in magnificent detail as he foreshadows Peyton dying
and entering the light he has to face. Peyton thinks that he is still alive and travels
through the woods in order to returl;l;;me to his family. However, Peyton is clearly not

alive as he feels that he is walking on air as he travels. He is most likely hanging dead

below the Owl Creek Bridge by that point in the story. Peyton also supposedly hears

= J

ﬁéolian harps during the story*This is another clue that Bierce gives the readers to tell

them that Farquhar is in fact dead. Fhistsacluebeea

We felt the wind while he was——

se @%olian harps and harps in general

are usually associated with heaven Mé@ antc_ }p/ MM @’ '7%‘«&@
ol /
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Thesis Statement for “An Occurrence at Owl Creek”

By:Emma Toomey
Despite the assumption that the main character, Peyton Farquhar, is still alive
throughout the story “An Occurrence at Owl Creek,” Farquhar is in fact dead, but the
author, Ambrose Bierce, makes the readers think otherwise due to strong imagery he

uses in order to hide when he is foreshadowing.
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\ L/Mf‘\iy \/
W g \(}V‘&}L’ Can the thought of death being on the horizon cause one to do extraordinary

4 tasks that allow he or she to live? In Ambrose Bierce’s An Occurrence at Owl Creek

Bridge, PethgWFarquhar dreams of escapmg his fate, but in the en9 his fate is

/ ;;" - \)
determmec} and he’will not survzvi Aithough the reader easily gets caught up in Peyton
33 MW*"‘"" P

y’
W ,z, ~Farquhar’s plan to escape, throughout An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge, the author,

E!

Ambrose Bierce, uses subtle hints to foreshadow that Farquhar’s death is on the

that the death of Peyton Farquhar is inevitable. Even though it may seem as if Farquhar
is escaping death, if one pays attention to the subtle details it becomes clear that
Farquhar is dreaming. The author uses imagery and details to help the reader

understand that Farquhar is coming closer to death. The details, though very diminutive,

P oo

P i -

bring the whole story together. After re-reading the story again, one realizes that these
details foreshadow Farquhar’s fate.

To begin with, Death should be respected, for Death itself is inescapable. Death
is above everyone on this planet, and this helps the reader to understand that Death is

coming: “Death is a dignitary who when he comes announced is received with formal
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manifestations of respect, even by those most familiar with him” (Bierce 2). Although the
reader does not know that Peyton Farquhar is going to die, if the reader is capable of
catching these hints, he or she should know that Death is going to take someone’s life,
(possibly Farquhar) in the near future. This foreshadows the ending of the story

because it is saying that death is something that can not be escaped.

LTS
e o,

@ng Peyton Farquhar, a Confederate plantation farmer, heads to the Owl
Creek Bridge to burn it down. He wants to prevent the Federal Army from invading the
South. After getting caught by a Federal un[t,u.pisq?;iL% is on the line. The punishment for
doing so is death. His life is coming to arég%gé@% can do nothing to prevent it. He

hears a “sound which he could neither ignore nor understand, a sharp, distinct, metallic

percussion like the stroke of a blacksmith’s hammer upon the anvil; it had the same

;xringing quality” (Bierce 3). He becomes impatient between each stroke. This loud, sharp
4

mﬁ,{

sound of the ticking clock symbolizes that Farquhar’s time is running out.
Furthermore, Bierce lets the reader know that Farquhar is actually dying:
“Something in the awful disturbance of his organic system had so exalted and refined
them that they made record of things never before perceived” (Bierce 6). There is an
awful disturbance inside of Farquhar’s body, and by saying this Bierce is letting the

reader know that the escape is not real and that Farquhar is igi@g}dying. Bierce is
R0 )

saying that Farquhar is undergoing an awful change in his @y and'this change is
death. Farquhar “noted the prismatic colors in all the dewgﬁgﬂpps upon a million blades of
grass” (Bierce 6). Farquhar is seeing every blade of g sg aqd he is seeing all of the

dewdrops which suggests that Farquhar is seeing the world in a different way than ever
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before. He is noticing things that he would never notice under normal circumstances,
but because he is dying he wants to capture the beauty and the essence of the world
around him.
In addition, Farquhar hears the sound of AEolian harps which is made by the
wind: “A strange roseate light shone through the spaces among their trunks and the
wind made in their branches the music of the AEolian harps” (Bierce 8). Farquhar is
actually hearing the wind in the trees around him, but he is taking in the noise as the
sound of AEolian harps. AEolian harps are very heavenly and in this story, they are
symbolizing that Farquhar is leaving life on Earth and entering a new life in Heaven. Q
To conclude, An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge when re-read has many Ao 5:;) éij;’ ‘

we fwﬁg‘ \%‘ .W o eV

different examples of foreshadowing the death of Peyton Farquhar, insite-eFi=

Even though the reader gets caught up in Farquhar’s escape plan, Ambrose Bierce
hints at Farquhar’s death through very subtle foreshadowing throughout An Occurrence
at Owl Creek Bridge. Catching these subtle details takes a lot of concentration, but
when found it is obvious to the reader that Bierce was telling him or her the whole time

that Farquhar will die.
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f
so that the last moments of his life can be fogused on his wife and children. Farquhar
has

h€d been distracted. The-story-sf -«r-«: F

irquhar had fallen asleep and that he walks > |
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Even though Ambrose Bierce foreshadows about the death of Peyton Farquhar

throughout the whole story of “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge,” the reader must

carefully comb through the story in order to catch these cunning, difficult to catch, and

intellectual literary techniques. 0{ j
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M LoV The Journey of Death: Bierce’s An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge

%\/&& Is the battle against Death worth the beauty life? In Bierce’s An Occurrence at
Owl Creek Bridge, Payton Farquhar fights and tries to use éll of the mental power he
has to keep his life, but he realizes that Death is stronger than any power and will
overcome one’s thoughts and feelings to bring one to his or her new home. é/en

%though the reader is easily swept into Farquhar’s “escape” from death, Bierce uses

elaborate literary techniques throughout the story to foreshadow that Farquhar’s life will
%
N

be cutto an e@
As Farquhar stands with undying fear on a plank waiting to be hanged, Bierce
foreshadows Death as supreme figure who when comes receives high respect from all.
9—3 Death is dignified and even more powerful than those who have Witnessed him many
)‘\am times: “Death is a dignitary who when he comes announced is to be received with
formal manifestations of respect, even by those most familiar with him” (Bierce 2). The

personification of Death foreshadows that Death is near and will be coming to take over

\__ Somebody’s life very soon. One understands that Death is a highly respected power

that is feared by its witnesses and challengers. At this point in the storyﬁ the setting is

) . i . i A oo [
intense and gives one a feeling of fright and anxiety. el

@me can tell that the future will be fierce, but one may not realize right away that this
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that Death is on its way to overcome Farquhar. Itis also clear

y be familiar with Death, Death is still a threat to him or her.

that even when one ma

Although all of the soldiers have seen death time and time again, every time Death

comes, he or she is frightened. LET‘..é,tho future of the story, the soldiers will

once-again-be encauntered with the unforgiving and horrendous spirit known to all as

Desth—
“Cﬁj &LW < .
f noticg his surroundings move in a way he has never noticed beforej
Farquhar's mind began to move rapidly as as he realized the position he was in. 4 /‘f;:/)(f

110
Farquhar shut his eyes and focused “to fix his last thoughts upon his wife and — ’"W

children” (Bierce 3). Farquhar thinks of his very “last thoughts” as he forces his eyes to

close for his unending sleep. Bierce indicates that Farquhar is thinking about his family

Waoo r hear A;
for the last time,heevzg&%‘frr' [ -eartd. Farquhar will never think&heuw

/,,ﬁs—«heaftfﬁ”b’é”ﬁmf Aty Farquhar thinks his final thought he notices the
J beauty of the earth in a way he has never noticed before. Farquhar sees the golden

I

t\;(}""’ sun and sparkling waters, soldiers, the fort, and is highly distracted by all of this: “The

water touched to gold by the early sun, the brooding mists under the banks at some
distance down the stream, the fort, the soldiers, the piece of drift--all had distracted
him” (Bierce 3). One can assume that Farquhar is empty of any thoughts or memories
from real life and is on his journey to heaven above. Everyone has heard about the
“journey” to eternal life. This can be described in many ways, but the most common is
that one begins to become distracted by positives and negatives of this world/wand can

see every little detail, good or bad. Farquhar can see the gold, shiningﬁwater. He can
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¢ mist down the stream, and a single piece of driftwood in the distance. Farquhar

c’a'; also notice the soldiers who have lead him to his death. Farquhar will continue to
. facing:
experience this world he has never noticed before instead of W&\ reality.
gtead

After Farquhar went through his last bona fide thoughts, he heard a noise that

he could not immediately recognize. A very emphasized sound of pain that rang like a /
| gorod
blacksmith’s hammer was noticed by Farquhar: “Striking through the thought of his dear Lt
- ¥
ones was sound which he could neither ignore nor understand, a sharp, distinct, jc//:ﬁ,%,”_
u?

metallic percussion like the stroke of a blacksmith’s hammer upon the anvil; it had the ﬁ
same ringing quality” (Bierce 3). As Farquhar was thinking of the people he loves and
may never see again, he heard a piercing sound like a hammer on a steel biock that
would not leave Farquhar. The Blacksmith’s hammer may represent Farquhar falling off
the plank down into the stream. As the hammer was loudly pounding, Farquhar felt pa;in

as if his neck was being squeezed by a rope. The sound Farquhar was actually hearing

was the ticking of his clock. Although the ticking of a clock is not usually unbearably

loud, Farquhar hears the sound as a more exaggerated noise because he knows the
v grodl—

_ticking of the clock represents time running out as he comes closer to his end. The

sound is becoming more and more intense and is ... “as slow as the tolling of a death

d

knell” (Bierce 3). A death knell is a bell that rings when one has died. This usage of
figurative language tells the reader that Farquhar is dead because a death knell is
ringing somewhere announcing his death. For Farquhar, the death knell is the ticking of

his watch. Farquhar hears the slow sound ticking down and has realized that time is
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g but at this point in the story. The ticking of a clock foreshadows that time is

- L-o L .
nearly over for Farqupar and.His life on earth has been seized.

’ @ {at
12287 - (et Ao W Ooin _
et .- c . v arethat Farquhar is ééan of consciousness, but one

+rorstikkely does not know that Farquhar is going to die soon. Now Farquhar is barely
conscious and can only feel pain: “He was conscious of nothing but a feeling of
fullness--of congestion. These sensations were unaccompanied by thought” (Bierce 5). s
At-this-peintin-the-stoky Farquhar is completely unconscious and has no thought /[{ZI‘(’J‘S
supporting his physical feelings. (The meaning of congested is full, therefore Farquhar’s 0/6‘/‘”
body is filled with pain in his organs and bones) He has no thoughts on the pain he is
feeling. However, moments !atep Farquhar became enclosed... in a luminous cloud, of CWD(Q‘/
which he was now merely the fiery heart, without material substance, he swung through
unthinkable arcs of oscillation, like a vast pendulum” (Bierce 5). Farquhar is on his

\/ “airplane” to heaven. On his flight up, Farquhar is feeling horrendous pain that will not
stop because Farquhar is doing everything he can too fight Death. “Like a vast
pendulum”is a simile to being hanged. As soon as Farquhar is hanged, the pain is
relieved because he is out of consoiousnessﬁand is now swinging on a calming cloud to
heaven. The cloud relieves Farquhar of pain because his final destination will soon be
reached, heaven.

Floating down the stream of his death, Farquhar’s senses and ways of viewing

the world have changed. Farquhar’s body is terribly disturbed and dead at this point, (9
but something has purified Farquhar at the same time that made him notice everything \?ﬂ

differently: “Something in the awful disturbance of his organic system had so exalted
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ned them that they made record of fhings never before perceived” (Bierce 6). In
w dead and horrible state, Farquhar’s senses are now very prestigious and
particularly drawn to the smallest beauties of nature. Seeing “gnats that danced above
the eddies of the stream,” “dewdrops upon a million blades of grass,” and “the beating
of the dragon flies’ wings” takes away from all of the pain Farquhar is experiencing. ‘/?0’04
Farquhar is in an enchanting world he has never before seen, but the situation is
bittersweet because Farquhar is realizing that he has not been appreciating all of this
beauty his whole life. As Farquhar feels infinite in a world of beauty, he also feels awful
that he has missed out on noticing all of this beauty his entire life. 7[0

Now peacefully landed ashore, Farquhar is relieved because he thinks he has
escaped the sentinels. Suddenly, Farquhar can hear the sounds of harps playing from
the trees and wind: “A strange roseate light shone through the spaces among their \/
trunks and the wind made in their branches the music of AEolian harps” (Bierce 8). A -
light came shining through the trees upon Farquhar as a gorgeous sound played with |
the wind. This alluring sound symbolized that he has reached thé gates of heaygn,an

e -

his life in a new place has begun. In Greek mythology, AEolian refers to a beautiful
heaven like sound. Bierce then explains how Farquhar remains still “until retaken.”
“Retaken” can mean to gain possession again. Farquhar is dead until he is taken into
his after life by angels playing “AEolian harps.” The harps awaken Farquhar and pull
him to another world. Farquhar’s death has been announced by this point in the story,

but it may be difficult for the reader to pick up the death in Bierce’s engaging usage of

figurative language.
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s Farquhar looks up at the stars which appear ... “unfamiliar and grouped in

nge constellations” (Bierce 9). he knows something has changed.and Farquhar

knows he is somewhere he has never before encountered. Farquhar notices the stars \/M
were “arranged in some order which had a secret malign and significance” (Bierce 9).
The stars were shining in a way he has never seen and the stars were notable. The wu,

L

stars could be people who he has never met, but truly love Farquhar( Evil and Death .~ 5 6

are taking away from Farquhar noticing the people who love him because he does not N«N’v‘

want to die and Death is overpowering him) As Farquhar continues through an

unknown place he hears strange whispers in his ear: “The wood on either side was full

of singular noises, among which--once, twice, and again-- he distinctly heard whispers

in an unknown tongue” (Farquhar 9). These whispers are unclear to Farquhar, but they
W “ W Qetwy

keep repeating to Farquhar. hrough the entire story death has been violent, but Death

is now seen calm and is leaving with class. Death is introducing Farquhar to Heaven \6

and the people Farquhar will be joining. Farquhar’s friends and family have been /YW ‘0(

awaiting him and are welcoming him as they are whispering words‘of love into o~

Farquhar’s ear. The sounds are unfamiliar to Farquhar because the sounds are coming i ‘\&d”}ﬂ/

from people he has never met, and though the whispers may be frightening to Farquhar, @M W

the whispers are for the better. The whispers are giving Farquhar comfort and are Q

letting him know that he is in his new home, and his new life has begun. Although his

new life may not seem as great as his last, this one may turn out to be better because it %

will last forever. Eventually, all of the people who love Farquhar will join him in his new

home eternally. )(0 ‘yf\xkﬂ
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Thesis statement
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abscond-the-sentirtets, Bierce uses elaborate literary techniques throughout the story to

foreshadow that Farquhar’s life will be cut to an end.
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J Caught Between Life and Death: Bierce’s An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge

Can one be caught between life and death? In Ambrose Bierce’s An Occurrence at Owl

f“ Creek Bridge, the main character, Peyton Farquhar, is caught between life and death as his spirit
fights for life. Despite the fact that the reader is surprised to find that Peyton Farquhar actually

dies, Bierce foreshadows throughout the story and illustrates that Farquhar will die.

In the beginning of An Occurrence ar Owl Creek Bridge Bierce refers to Death as a

Eee

person “Death is a d1gmtary who when he comes announced is to be received...” (Blerce 2).

o C (avhea Solita.

thmk is that he is going to die. Death is a referee in a basketball game once he or she blows the = ;”EW slonfet

7

Fi
&

51?;»%4,’3“ i
whistle, the player knows that the game is over and cannot be repeated. In this case, Farquhar is

i

st
the player; as the game comes closer to its end, he realizes that there is no way he can avoid the @X'}'WM .

- M etaghe?

. . . . ,KMM,,‘.M gw»‘?,‘s;"w% ) ""'jﬁ
final whistle. Death is in control, and one must obey its orders. ‘ yiAA

E‘ o e e
& |

To continue, Bierce foreshadowed that Farquhar knew his death was inevitable, so he

PRS-

tried to slow time down: “A piece of dancing driftwood caught his attention and his eyes

~followed it down the current. How slowly it appeared to move! What a sluggish
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stream” (Bierce 3). From this, Bierce shows Farquhar is trying to bend time in order for him to
live for as long as possible. Farquhar is trying to hold on to the beauty in the little details in life,
and he does not want to let go of his consciousness and forget these beautiful things. o

As time passed, Peyton Farquhar’s heart began to race faster and faster. As time goes by,
Farquhar realizes that as every second passes he is slowly coming closer to death. The pounding
in his ear is a reminder of what is coming for Peyton: “Striking through the thought of his dear

.

ones was sound which he could neither ignore nor understand, a sharp, distinct, metallic
percussion...” (Bierce 3). Through this, Ambrose Bierce foreshadows that Farquhar’s time is
running out with every tick of his watch.

Furthermore, Bierce hints that Farquhar is coming closer to death. When he washes up on
the shore and “escapes” from the soldiers, he hears “the music of AEolian harps” (Bierce 8). One
only hears AEolian harps when he or she is at peace with heaven. From thi%the reader can infer
that the AEolian harps are a sign that Farquhar has already died and has become oz‘ég;ﬂea\/en
This statement also supports the fact that Farquhar’s consciousness and “escape” were both false,
and he was still hanging from the edge of Owl Creek Bridge.

In the final analysis, Bierce foreshadows throughout the story that Peyton Farquhar is
caught in the middle between life and death, and there is no way for him to predict which side he
will take. Although the reader may be shocked to find that Peyton Farquhar in fact does dies, the

author, Ambrose Bierce, foreshadows throughout the story to show that Peyton Farquhar has

already been taken by death.
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