Before You Read

The Red Badge of Courage Chapters 1–7
FOCUS ACTIVITY

How do people discover what their strengths and weaknesses are? How would you respond to the idea that

each person is an “unknown quantity” until he or she is tested by a challenging situation?

Chart It

Working with a partner create a chart listing some challenging or stressful situations that test a person’s

character. Consider using such categories as school, work, or sports. Discuss your examples. What might

people discover about themselves in each situation?

Setting a Purpose

Read to find out how an inexperienced young soldier’s courage is tested in his first combat situation.

BACKGROUND

Did You Know?

Every story is told from a certain point of view. In The Red Badge of Courage, readers see the action

through the eyes of just one character, the youth named Henry Fleming. Henry is not the narrator of the

story but we are inside Henry’s mind throughout the novel. We never know any of the other characters

from the inside. This approach is known as the third-person limited point of view.

In the novel, the narrator describes things as Henry perceives them, and Henry’s observations are

highly colored by his emotions. At times, Henry’s surroundings almost seem to be an extension of his personality.

While the descriptions of what Henry sees might seem distorted, they provide a highly accurate

picture of Henry’s personal reality. This special kind of realism, which is subjective rather than objective,

is known as psychological realism.

A Poetic Style

The style of the novel is closely related to its point of view. In passage after passage, Crane presents

Henry’s impressions of his surroundings. To convey these impressions, or psychological effects, he uses

many images and symbols. For example, to Henry the campfires of the enemy across the river look like the

“red eyes” of a “row of dragons.” In other cases, the images suggest the author’s attitude toward the subject

of the novel––war. For example, as Henry’s regiment marches through the woods and fields, the narrator

says, “They were going to look at war, the red animal—war, the blood-swollen god.” The abundant visual

imagery, which often emphasizes particular colors, contributes to the highly poetic style of the novel.

VOCABULARY PREVIEW

annihilate [ə n￣__ə l￣at] v. to totally destroy

ardor [ar_dər] n. burning passion

din [din] n. loud, jarring noise

fathom [fat__h_əm] v. to understand; to probe

ominous [om_ə nəs] adj. forecasting disaster or threat

prowess [prou_is] n. bravery and skill

solemnly [sol_əm l￣e] adv. seriously

tumult [t￣o￣o￣_məlt] n. uproar; disorder
Before You Read

The Red Badge of Courage Chapters 8–16
FOCUS ACTIVITY

How would you define the word conscience? How can having a guilty or troubled conscience interfere with

a person’s daily life?

Sharing Ideas

Think about the meaning of the word conscience. Write a brief definition in your own words. Then, meet

with a partner to share definitions. Discuss why feeling guilty is such an uncomfortable experience.

Setting a Purpose

Read to find out more about how Henry Fleming struggles with his conscience.

BACKGROUND

Did You Know?

Desertion was common during the Civil War. Some soldiers deserted out of fear during battle. Most recruits

received little training and almost no guidance about what to expect in battle. Whole units were often composed

of untried men, without veterans who could provide information or advice. In their memoirs, Civil War

soldiers often express a fear of battle, but many were as afraid of being branded cowards as they were of being

wounded or killed. “Showing the white feather,” or displaying cowardice, could bring humiliation both in the

regiment and back home with friends and family.

Other desertions were more calculated and for reasons other than fear. Some men left the army because

of the harsh physical conditions. Others tired of not being paid on time, or returned home to help their

struggling families. Still others resented their officers, who often lacked military training. Many men deserted

because they had enlisted simply for the bounty, or reward that was offered to enlistees late in the war.

Religious Imagery

“The red sun was pasted in the sky like a wafer.” This sentence, which appears at the end of Chapter 9,

contains probably the most famous image in The Red Badge of Courage. The image is a topic of much debate.

Some critics believe that Crane is making a comparison between the red sun and a communion wafer. In

the Christian sacrament of communion, participants recognize the death and sacrifice of Christ by receiving

both bread and wine as symbols of Christ’s body. Readers who accept this interpretation of Crane’s image

also see Jim Conklin as a Christ-like figure who helps to redeem, or save, Henry. They point to his initials

and to other elements of Christian imagery that occur in Chapter 9 as justification for this interpretation.

As you read, think about the role Jim Conklin plays in the novel and about his effect on Henry Fleming.

VOCABULARY PREVIEW

conjure [kon_jər] v. to think up

derisive [di r￣__siv] adj. scornful

frenzy [fren_z ￣e] n. wild or violent activity

gaunt [__ont] adj. excessively thin

plight [pl￣_t] n. unfortunate situation

spectral [spek_trəl] adj. ghostly

sullenly [sul_ən l￣e] adv. gloomily; with silent anger

transfixed [trans fikst_] adj. held motionless

valor [val_ər] n. bravery

vindication [vin´də k￣a_shən] n. justification; confirmation
Before You Read

The Red Badge of Courage Chapters 17–24
FOCUS ACTIVITY

In what ways do you think young people become more realistic as they grow into adulthood?

Discuss

In a small group, discuss some situations in which young people adjust their dreams or expectations to fit

reality as they get older. What factors contribute to a more realistic view? Is there any comfort or advantage

in learning that life is complex?

Setting a Purpose

Read to find out whether Henry Fleming resolves the conflict with which he has been wrestling.

BACKGROUND

Did You Know?

The soldier who carried the regiment’s flag, or colors, was exposed to great danger on the battlefield. The

regimental flag was a badge of honor and pride. Therefore, the color-bearer had to carry the flag visibly, in

front of the action, as an inspiration to the fighting men. Because the flag symbolized defiance and aggression

to the enemy, the color-bearer was always a first target. The color-bearer had the shortest life

expectancy in the unit. Several color guards in succession might be killed in the same battle. Civil War

battle accounts are full of stories of the exceptional bravery and sacrifice of the color guards.

A Plotless Novel?

Some critics have called the The Red Badge of Courage a nearly plotless novel. While this may be an overstatement,

the novel certainly does not follow a conventional structure. Many of the most important

“actions” occur inside Henry’s head. In addition, the action does not rise steadily to a climax, or point of

highest tension. Rather, action alternates with reflection. Instead of creating a neat cause-and-effect chain

of events, Crane presents a series of tense and conflicting episodes. As you finish reading the novel, think

about how this structure—or lack of structure—serves the author’s purpose. Also, think about the novel’s

climax and resolution. Is there a distinct turning point in Chapters 17 through 24? Is Henry’s conflict

resolved at the end?

VOCABULARY PREVIEW

clamor [klam_ər] n. noisy shouting

delirium [di l￣er_e əm] n. confused or excited mental state

despondent [di spon_dənt] adj. depressed; hopeless

frantic [fran_tik] adj. emotionally out of control

gospels [_os_pəls] n. things taken to be the truth

lurid [loor_id] adj. shockingly pale; horrifying
