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Preface

Stephen Crane ( November 1, 1871 - June 5, 1900) was an
outstanding American novelist, poet, and journalist. He achieved
great success in his literary works during his brief career. Most of his
works are attached with great thoughts and artistic merits, such as the
novels Maggie: A Girl of the Streets and The Red Badge of Courage,
short stories “The Open Boat”, “The Bride Comes to Yellow Sky”
and “The Blue Hotel” and the poetry collection The Black Riders,
and Other Lines and so on.

Crane’s most well-known work, The Red Badge, is commonly
believed to be the first great novel of the American Civil War, largely
because of its vivid and detailed description of the experience of
warfare.

In The Red Badge of Courage, Crane follows the naturalistic
conception. Crane insists in this novel that we live in a vast and
indifferent universe, in which human beings are deprived of free will
and expects no help from any place. However, Crane does not use the
traditional way to convey his naturalistic conception in The Red
Badge, instead he borrows symbolic techniques, which is shown by
the abundant symbolic imagery in the novel. The artistic merit in the
novel is believed to be Crane’ s skillful use of symbolic imagery,
which draws great attention from a lot of critics. Some critics think
that symbolic imagery is integral to the novel in that The Red Badge is
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a symbolic novel. Others claim that imagery in the novel is quite
impressionistic. The present book tries to make a thorough analysis on
the use of symbolic imagery in this novel.

The book consists of three parts of argumentation. Part one is a
brief introduction of naturalism theory and its strong influence upon
Stephen Crane’ s literary conception. Part two seeks to explore the
origin of Crane’ s use of symbolic techniques in his major literary
works, and makes a systematic analysis of the contradiction between
naturalism and symbolism, and a possible union of the two in the same
work. Part three is a detailed discussion of Crane’s skillful union of
naturalistic conception with symbolic imagery in The Red Badge. In
this part, the present author divides the symbolic imagery in the novel
into three categories, based on the naturalistic conception they convey
respectively.  Firstly, images of natural setting symbolize the
universe's disregard for human life. Secondly, images of color,
animal and machine convey Crane’ s thoughts of war; war is full of
chaos, brutality, and confusion, without any romantic elements or
heroism. And thirdly, figure images symbolize that human life is
insignificant in an indifferent universe.

After the thorough analysis of Crane’ s skillful union of his
naturalistic conception with symbolic imagery in The Red Badge, the
present author concludes that, unlike other naturalists of his time,
Stephen Crane applies symbolic imagery in this novel, and
successfully conveys his objective view of the universe, the war and
the human life. Therefore The Red Badge is a great novel , not only for
its thought-provoking theme, but more importantly, for its abundant
symbolic imagery. Crane successfully makes a union of his naturalistic
conception with symbolic imagery in the novel, thus contributing a
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real monumental work in the American literary history. Such a perfect
union of symbolic imagery and naturalistic conception in one novel

distinguishes him as a forerunner of modernistic writers.

Wang Xiaojun
Jun. 1st,2014
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Introduction

0.1 The Author

Stephen Crane (1871 —=1900) , one of the most important writers
in American literature, achieved great literary success during his brief
life. And he is a distinguished American novelist, short story writer,
poet and journalist. Prolific throughout his short life, he wrote notable
works in the Realist tradition as well as early examples of American
Naturalism and Impressionism. Most of his works are attached with
deep thoughts and great artistic merits, such as the novels Maggie: A
Girl of the Streets and The Red Badge of Courage, short stories “The
Open Boat”, “The Bride Comes to Yellow Sky” and “The Blue
Hotel” , and the poetry collection The Black Riders, and Other Lines.
It is the tragic short lifespan and his unique philosophy in writing that
make Crane pretty dim to all of us. He is generally recognized by
modern critics as one of the most innovative writers of his generation.

Crane was born on November 1, 1871, in Newark, New Jersey.
He was the youngest of fourteen children of a Methodist minister. As a
child, Crane showed prodigy in mind. He is raised in several New
Jersey towns and Port Jervis, New York. He lived a poor and mobile
life on his mother’ s poor income by writing articles for a religion
paper after the death of his father in 1880. Crane often had a sense of
loss because he could not own the love and happiness of a child in a
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wholesome family does. He found that his parents’ religion was
irrelevant to the hard life he experienced. Having little interest in
university studies, he dropped out of college in 1891 and began to
work as a journalist and writer. Having gone overnight from penniless
hack journalist to literary celebrity, Crane watched the rest of his brief
life play out as a sort of gaudy melodrama, a series of variations on the
theme of the candle burned at both ends. Pulled in all directions by
his celebrity status, his ambition, and his youth, Crane struggles with
scandal, several passionate and overlapping, romantic attachments,
and malicious rumors that he is a drug addict and a Satanist. His life
is also always with the problem of money. He develops a kind of
rebellion spirit and harbors a strong desire of self-realization which
constitutes the source of his innovative writing career. Keith Gandal
comments that Crane’ s rebellion is significant because he is a man
who embodies something of the spirit and conflict of his times
(Gandal, 1997:506). Crane really achieves his self-realization in his
whole life not only in literature but in his philosophy.

However, later when he went to college-first Lafayette, then
Syracuse University, he did not prove to be a good student. During
his college life, Crane showed great enthusiasm for baseball. But he
failed to realize his dream to be a catcher with the New York Giants.
Anyhow “the psychology in the game of baseball helped him to
imagine scenes and moods of his The Red Badge of Courage”
( Weatherford, 1973, 109).

After he left college, Crane went to New York, with the
determination to be a writer. He began writing at the age of 4 and had
published several articles by the age of 16. At the time of his death,
Crane had become an important figure in American literature. He was
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nearly forgotten, however, until two decades later when critics revive
interest in his life and work. So he wanted to make achievements in
something that would bring him public fame, just like what Henry
Fleming did in The Red Badge. Stylistically, Crane’ s writing is
characterized by descriptive vividness and intensity, as well as
distinctive dialects and irony. Common themes of his writing involve
fear, spiritual crisis and social isolation. When working as a reporter
for both the New York Herald and the New York Tribune, he wandered
through the Bowery slums, where he found inspiration for his novel,
Maggie: A Girl of the Streets. But Crane was forced to pay to have it
printed under the pseudonym Johnston Smith because of his true-to-life
description of poverty and immorality in the novel. Such a subject was
not well-received during that time. As a result, only twelve copies
were sold. However, it did attract the attention of some famous critics
and writers, like William Dean Howells, who thought well of it and
promoted Crane’s writing career. And Richard M. Weatherford said
that the novel was the first naturalistic novel written by an American
(Weatherford, 1973 59). At the same time he came up with a more
popular subject and applied it in The Red Badge of Courage, which
appeared as book in 1895. The book became famous overnight in
England as well as the United States. In the novel, Crane translated
his driving ambition to be a baseball star into a youth’ s urge to join a
regiment, and his desire for a red badge of courage, which symbolized
a great success in war. The youth experienced fear, isolation and
confusion when seeking to become a hero.

In 1897, Crane went to live in Surrey, England because his
choice of a life companion, who was once the proprietress of a
brothel, and his notoriously unorthodox way of living incurred
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