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Howells and Bierce Challenging Romanticism  

 Realism authors write stories that challenge idealistic endings and romanticism. W.D. 

Howells’s “Editha” and Ambrose Bierce’s “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge” portray this 

idea in multiple ways. In a fairytale or romantic story, everything works out the way the reader 

hopes it will. There is always a happy ending, whether it is realistic or not. Stories are often 

adapted and conformed to make for a better read. In the article, “Realism, Ideology, And The 

Novel In America (1886-1896): Changing Perspectives In The Work Of Mark Twain, W.D. 

Howells, And Henry James,” Robert Weilmann states that romantic writers create stories “of 

ineffectual dreams and impotent ideals” that “lead to a belief in the essential unreality of ideas” 

(Weilmann 192). Nostalgic stories have idealistic endings leading the reader to have impractical 

expectations of what life should be like. In “Editha” and “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge,” 

though, the endings are completely real. The authors complete the stories in a way that relates to 

everyday life, showing that things do not always unfold the way one plans.  

 Both stories start with feelings of hope and optimism, leading the reader to think that 

everything is going to turn out the way that it should. In “Editha,” a young girl has just been 

proposed to by a man named George. Editha loves George, but she feels that he must do 

something brave in her name before she agrees to marry him. She wants him to earn her hand in 

marriage, so she asks him to go to war. After talking it over, George decides to enlist, and he is 

very enthusiastic about his decision. The scene creates a nostalgic view of what the characters 
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think war is like. George tells Editha that he is “going to the war, the big war, the glorious war, 

the holy war” (Howells 1495). The two of them have a very naive view on the situation, thinking 

that nothing could possible go wrong. George is excited to go to the war, and Editha is happy 

that he is willing to earn her love. They think that he will go off to fight for a few months, and 

come home as a hero. They hope to get married and live happily ever after once he returns. 

Neither of them are worried about the horrible things that could happen while he is away. The 

beginning of the story is depicted as joyful and carefree and creates the sense that everything will 

end happily. 

 “An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge” also leads to reader to think the story will have a 

happy ending. The circumstances that the main character, Mr. Farquhar, finds himself in are 

unfortunate, but things seem like they are going to work out. He is a southern man who is not a 

member of the army during the Civil War. Farquhar interferes with a bridge being used by the 

Union army, and a group of Union Army men are attempting to hang him. They end up hanging 

Farquhar from the bridge. When he is hanged, though, the rope breaks and he falls into a river. 

The soldiers are surprised that the rope breaks, but falling that far into a river should kill anyone. 

He survives the fall, and once the men realize that he is not dead, they try to shoot him. He 

constantly dodges bullets while running through the water. Farquhar ends up escaping down the 

river to safety, and continues to try to make his way back home. As time passes on, he begins to 

suffer from exhaustion, but “the thought of his wife and children [urge] him on” (Bierce 1507). 

This sentimental thought of his loved ones gives the reader hope that he will make it home safely 

to his family. After everything that he goes through to escape, it seems like he will be able to 

make it home. 
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 The outlook for these stories seems hopeful in the beginning, but neither story ends in the 

way that the reader anticipates. In “Editha,” George goes off to war and the two of them begin to 

hear less and less from each other. Neither of them had even considered that they may drift apart 

while he was away. Eventually, Editha never hears from George again, and she finds out that 

George was killed. George’s mother puts all of the blame on Editha, and makes her feel as if the 

whole situation is her fault. She accuses Editha for her son’s death, because she was the reason 

that he went to war in the first place. She reprimands Editha for wearing black to mourn the 

death of her fiancé, because she feels that it is Editha’s fault that her son is dead. What George’s 

mother says to Editha truly messes with her mind and makes her feel guilt. In the end, Editha’s 

life is said to have been “without a gleam of brightness for weeks and months” (Howells 1500).  

She is miserable, because her plans did not pan out the way she hoped. She ends up feeling 

shameful and depressed for basically asking George to die for her.  

 Mr. Farquhar’s situation does not end in the way the reader expects it to either. When he 

finally makes it to his house to see his family, he begins to feel a pain. When he reaches to hug 

his wife, “he feels a stunning blow upon the back of the neck…then all is darkness and silence!” 

(Bierce 1508). This line symbolizes Farquhar waking up from a dream and realizing what really 

happened. The rope never actually broke, and Farquhar never made it back home. He was 

hanging under Owl Creek bridge, dead. The entire journey back home had all been in the 

character’s mind. All the anticipation of finding his way back home is halted in the one moment 

that he and the reader realize that he is dead. Farquhar’s death is, in a way, brought about by 

himself, just as George’s is by Editha. He does something that he knows he shouldn’t do. To 

make for a happy ending, Farquhar would have gotten away with his irresponsible decision. 

George would have returned home to Editha, but the authors did not write these stories an 
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attempt to make the reader feel content. They wrote them to challenge unrealistic endings and 

give the reader a sense of what life is really like.  

 Both stories end with unhappiness and regret, which is how a lot of things pan out in 

everyday life. Most situations do not end in a way that would make for a good story, and that is 

what Howells and Bierce are trying to portray. By being too optimistic and naïve, the main 

characters end up suffering. This sets an example for the reader and allows their realistic view of 

the world to grow. In the end, Editha is completely unhappy and Farquhar is dead. Editha gets 

reprimanded by George’s mother, and Farquhar’s wife and children will never see him again. 

This type of literature prepares the reader for the harsh realities of life, versus giving the reader 

unrealistic ideals about the way things should be.   

 Realism writers tell truthful stories about things that would actually happen. Nothing is 

transformed or changed to make for a happy ending or good read. Robert Weilmann states that 

the the connection “between the social reality and the literary consciousness, had entered a state 

of crisis” when authors like Howells and Bierce began writing realistic stories (Weilmann 192). 

These authors no longer wanted to portray stories that could not relate to everyday life. In a 

nostalgic view of “Editha,” George would have returned home from war so that the two of them 

could be married. Romantic authors depict war as a glorious place full of bravery and courage. In 

reality, it is full of death and heartache. War is something that has to be taken seriously, because 

it comes with harsh consequences. People have a way of overlooking serious issues and 

situations in the hopes that they will just work out. When Farquhar is hanged, he dies 

immediately. He does not escape to make it home and see his family, because Farquhar did not 

think that far in advance. In a romantic version of the story, the plot would have been adapted to 

make it more appealing. Realism writers challenge these ideas by showing that everything does 
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not always end happily and every choice we make, rational or not, comes with circumstances. 

Portraying this contradicts sentimental views and unrealistic endings.  
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