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CONTEXT

tephen Crane was born in 1871 in Newark, New

Jersey. The fourteenth child of highly religious

Methodist * parents, Crane lapsed into a rebellious

childhood during which he spent time preparing for a
career as a professional baseball player. After brief flirtations
with higher learning at Lafayette College* and Syracuse Uni-
versity *, Crane turned to writing full-time. Convinced that he
must invest his work with the authenticity of experience, he
often went to outlandish lengths to live through situations that he
intended to work into his novels. For his first book, Maggie, a
Girl of the Streets * (1893), Crane lived in poverty in the
Bowery* slum of New York City. Similarly, he based his short
story “The Open Boat”* on his experience as a castaway from a
shipwreck.

Crane’s most enduring work, the short novel The Red
Badge of Courage was published in 1895. Though initially not
well received in the United States, The Red Badge of Courage
was a massive success in England. The attention of the English
critics caused many Americans to view the novel with renewed
enthusiasm, catapulting the young Crane into international lit-
erary prominence. His realistic depictions of war and battle led
to many assignments as a foreign correspondent for newspapers,
taking him to such locales as Greece, Cuba, and Puerto Rico.
He published volumes of poetry as well as many works of fic-
tion, including the landmark “The Open Boat” (1897) . In
1899, Crane moved into a medieval castle in England with his
lover, the former madam of a Jacksonville brothel. Here Crane
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* THE RED BADGE OF COURAGE

wrote feverishly, hoping to pay off his debts. His health began
to fail, however, and he died of tuberculosis in June 1900, at
the age of twenty-eight.

Ironically, for a writer so committed to the direct portrayal
of his own experience, Crane’s greatest work is almost entirely a
product of his imagination. When he wrote The Red Badge of
Courage, Crane had neither fought in war nor witnessed battle,
and was forced to rely on his powers of invention to create the
extraordinarily realistic combat sequences of the novel. His
work proved so accurate that, at the time of the book’s publi-
cation, most critics assumed that Crane was an experienced
soldier.

Based loosely on the events of the Civil War Battle of
Chancellorsville* (May 2 -6, 1863) —though neither the bat-
tle, the war, nor the armies are named in the book— The Red
Badge of Courage shattered American preconceptions about
what a war novel could be. In the decades before Crane’s novel,
most fiction about the Civil War was heavily idealistic, por-
traying the conflict as a great clash of opposed ideals. Whereas
previous writers had taken a large, epic view, Crane focused on
the individual psychology of a single soldier, Private Henry
Fleming, during his first experiences of battle. In this narrowed
scope, Crane represents Henry’s mind as a maze of illusions,
vanity, and romantic naiveté, challenged by the hard lessons of
war. Crane does not depict a world of moral absolutes, but
rather a universe utterly indifferent to human existence.

This startling and unexpected shift drew the world’s atten-
tion to The Red Badge of Courage, as did the novel’s vivid and
powerful descriptions of battle. With its combination of detailed
imagery, moral ambiguity, and terse psychological focus, The

3
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* THE RED BADGE OF COURAGE

Red Badge of Courage exerted an enormons influential on
twentieth-century American fiction, particularly the work of the
modernists. These qualities continue to make the work absorb-
ing and important more than a century after it was written. *
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PLOT OVERVIEW

uring the Civil War, a Union regiment rests along

a riverbank, where it has been camped for weeks.

A tall soldier named Jim Conklin spreads a rumor

that the army will soon march. Henry Fleming, a
recent recruit with this 304th Regiment, worries about his
courage. He fears that if he were to see battle, he might run.
The narrator reveals that Henry joined the army because he was
drawn to the glory of military conflict. Since the time he
joined, however, the army has merely been waiting for en-
gagement.

At last the regiment is given orders to march, and the
soldiers spend several weary days traveling on foot. Eventually
they approach a battlefield and begin to hear the distant roar of
conflict. After securing its position, the enemy charges. Hen-
ry, boxed in by his fellow soldiers, realizes that he could not
run even if he wanted to. He fires mechanically, feeling like a
cog in a machine.

The blue (Union) regiment defeats the gray (Confederate)
soldiers, and the victors congratulate one another. Henry wakes
from a brief nap to find that the enemy is again charging his
regiment. Terror overtakes him this time and he leaps up and
flees from the line. As he scampers across the landscape, he
tells himself that he did the right thing, that his regiment could
not have won, and that the men who remained to fight were
fools. He passes a general on horseback and overhears the
commander saying that the regiment has held back the enemy

charge. Ashamed of his cowardice, Henry tries to convince
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\W¢ THE RED BADGE OF COURAGE

himself that he was right to preserve his own life. He wanders
through a forest glade in which he encounters the decaying
corpse of a soldier. Shaken, he hurries away.

After a time, Henry joins a column of wounded soldiers
winding down the road. He is deeply envious of these men,
thinking that a wound is like “a red badge of courage; ~ visible
proof of valorous behavior. He meets a tattered man who has
been shot twice and who speaks proudly of the fact that his
regiment did not flee. He repeatedly asks Henry where he is
wounded, which makes Henry deeply uncomfortable and com-
pels him to hurry away to a different part of the column. He
meets a spectral soldier with a distant, numb look on his face.
Henry eventually recognizes the man as a badly wounded Jim
Conklin. Henry promises to take care of Jim, but Jim runs from
the line into a small grove of bushes where Henry and the tat-
tered man watch him die.

Henry and the tattered soldier wander through the woods.
Henry hears the rumble of combat in the distance. The tattered
soldier continues to ask Henry about his wound, even as his
own health visibly worsens. At last, Henry is unable to bear the
tattered man’s questioning and abandons him to die in the for-
est.

Henry continues to wander until he finds himself close e-
nough to the battlefield to be able to watch some of the fighting.
He sees a blue regiment in retreat and attempts to stop the sol-
diers to find out what has happened. One of the fleeing men hits
him on the head with a rifle, opening a bloody gash on Henry’s
head. Eventually, another soldier leads Henry to his regiment’s
camp, where Henry is reunited with his companions. His friend
Wilson, believing that Henry has been shot, cares for him
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