Mrs. Erickson’s third and fourth Hour Advanced Placement English Language and Composition Classes
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Your Name: ________________________________________________________  Class Hour: ________  
Today’s Date (Date Reading Assigned):  

Date Reading Due: 
RHETORICAL DISCUSSION QUESTIONS for Ambrose Bierce’s An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge

DIRECTIONS: (1) Please read the Introduction.  (2) Please read each of the following questions thoughtfully.  (3) Please read Ambrose Bierce’s An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge.  (4) Please be prepared to fully discuss each of the following questions in class.

INTRODUCTION


An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge is one of the most widely anthologized American short stories and is considered Ambrose Bierce’s best piece of writing.  

The story centers on Peyton Farquhar, a southern planter who, while not a Confederate Soldier, is about to be hanged by the Union Army for attempting to destroy the railroad bridge at Owl Creek during the Civil War.  His hands are tied behind his back, and a rope encircles his neck.  He stands upon a platform constructed of loose boards.  Some of the soldiers are completing the preparations for the hanging and some are guarding the bridge.  On one side of the stream is a forest, on the other a fort.  Halfway between the bridge and the fort stand a line of soldiers, all armed.  When the soldiers finish their preparations, they move off the bridge.  A sergeant stands at the opposite end of the same board as Farquhar.  At the signal from his captain, he will step off the board.  The board will tilt down, and Farquhar will fall through the railway ties.  Farquhar closes his eyes to think of his family but he is distracted by a sharp, rhythmic sound.  

An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge has been praised as an example of technical brilliance and innovative narration as well as for its examination of such themes as the nature of time and the complexities of human cognition.

1.How is the reader’s position parallel to that of the main character’s?

2. How does Bierce create a strong appearance of reality?  What impression is he giving the reader about the 

    occurrence of this event?  

3. Why is the arrangement of troops thematically significant? 

4. What is the narrative tone of this piece?  Explain your answer.

5. What happens to time when Fahrquhar closes his eyes?  How do you know this?

6. Many neat, buried aphorisms are worked into this text.  Identify where they are used.  How does this purely literary 

    flourish work in a manner counter to the heightened realism of the rest of the narrative? 

7. How is the interlude at Fahrquhar’s estate both poignant and ironic?  Does it ever occur to him that others equally 

    devoted to victory might actually deceive him?

8. What is Fahrquhar’s style of speech?  How does it quickly define his character?

9. What literary element is present at the end of the second section, where Bierce concludes this curious portrait of a 

    doomed way of life?

10. Are Fahrquhar’s sensations wholly reliable?  How do you know?  What kind of language and shift in diction does 

      Bierce use to warn the reader of Fahrquhar’s reliability?  What effect does this accomplish?    

11. What is suggested by the various elements of description used near the bottom of the first paragraph in the third 

      section?  

12. Why is the dream logic both in Fahrquhar’s reflections and in his situation absurd?

13. What does the description of Farhquhar’s efforts to free his wrists warn the reader of?  What has changed about 

      Farquhar’s occurrence? 

14. On what experience does Bierce build the “Surfacing” section of the story?  How do you know this?

15. What about the soldiers does the careful reproduction of Farhquhar’s logic hide? 

16. What does Farhquhar’s vision of the gray eye of the marksman suggest that this event is an experience of?

17. Bierce explicitly tells his reader that these events are interpreted in the light of Fahrquhar’s experience.  What is 

      this an admission of?

18. Are the details of loading and firing realistic or impossible fantasy?  Explain your answer.

19. How does Fahrquhar rationalize the distortion of the landscape?  How does he explain his spinning optimistically?

20. How is the ordinary landscape transformed?  What happens to this estrangement (rift; separation; division) as we 

      approach Fahrquhar’s final moments?

21. Which paragraph comes the closest to offering the account as something allegorical?  Explain examples from the 

       text to support your answer.

22. Why are the heavens in the end of the story unfamiliar?  Why is their secret indeed harmful, hurtful, damaging, 

       destructive, and negative?

23. Bierce uses a complex narrative structure to advance the theme of time.  How does he distort the reader’s sense of 

       time?  How does this speak to the ways time can be portrayed and manipulated in fiction?  In this medium, what is 

       the reader often reliant upon, and for the creation of what? 
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