
How do Bierce’s word choices            
develop themes in                                         

“An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge”?



In this lesson you will learn 
how two themes interact and 

build on one another by 
analyzing an author’s       

word choices.



Let’s Review

• Short story by 
Ambrose Bierce

• Main Character-
Peyton Farquhar

• Tricks us into thinking 
escape is real



Let’s Review

Theme: 
big idea about life 

or humanity

LIFE
love

villains

One theme in “An 
Occurrence at Owl 

Creek Bridge” is that 
the division between 
reality and illusion is 
not always distinct.



Core Lesson

Reread highlighted text and determine 
an additional theme based on patterns 
you notice.

1

2
Ask yourself:  “How does this new theme 
interact with and build on another theme 
from the text?”

3 Ask yourself:  “Why did the author 
include both of these themes in his text?”



Core Lesson 1
Reread highlighted text and determine 
an additional theme based on patterns 
you notice.

What words does 
the author use to 

shape my 
understanding of 
what I’m reading?

• Wife and children
• Distracted
• New disturbance
• Impatience
• Apprehension
• Maddening
• Shriek

Farquhar 
wants to 
believe that 
his wife and 
children are 
important to 
him right now.

What actually 
DOES become 
important is 
the ticking of 
his watch, the 
passing of 
time as he 
waits to be 
hanged.



Core Lesson 1 Reread highlighted text and determine 
an additional theme based on patterns 
you notice.

What words does 
the author use to 

shape my 
understanding of 
what I’m reading?

• Longing
• Release of his 

energies
• Opportunity for 

distinction
• Civilian who was 

at heart a soldier
• All is fair in love 

and war
• Villainous dictum

Farquhar believes 
he is fighting for a 
noble cause.

Maybe war is not 
as noble as 
Farquhar thinks.
Maybe Farquhar’s 
not as noble as he 
thinks.

Our self-perceptions 
are often incorrect and 

unreliable.



Core Lesson 2 Ask yourself:  “How does this new theme 
interact with and build on another theme 
from the text?”

The division 
between reality 

and illusion is not 
always distinct.

Our self-
perceptions are 
often incorrect 
and unreliable.

What sound does Farquhar hear?

Was that really his watch?

Is Farquhar a victim of his own illusion?  

Is this war a fair and noble cause?

Is Farquhar tricked only by the soldier?

What is important to Farquhar?



Core Lesson
Ask yourself:  “Why did the author 
include both of these themes in his text?”

The division 
between reality 
and illusion is not 
always distinct.

Our self-
perceptions are 
often incorrect 
and unreliable.

Illustrate how 
these ideas can 

feed off one 
another; 

enhancing 
each other’s 

effects

Create a 
dangerous 
sense of 

uncertainty OR 
of misplaced 

trust 

3

The division 
between reality 

and illusion is not 
always distinct.

Our self-
perceptions are 
often incorrect 
and unreliable.

Farquhar’s 
misperceptions 
and belief in 
illusion can be 
compared to 
misperceptions 
and belief in 
illusion of what 
war could 
achieve, 
particularly the 
Civil War.



Core Lesson
How do Bierce’s word choices develop themes in 

“An Occurrence at Owl Creek Bridge?”

Bierce carefully chooses the words he uses when describing what Farquhar pays attention 
to as he prepares to be hanged. Bierce uses words like “impatience”, “maddening”, 
“apprehension”, and a desire to “shriek” to help us to see that Farquhar is a complicated 
character, a man who wants to be unselfish and focus on his family, but who ends up 
obsessing over the time he has left.  These words help us realize that Farquhar deceives himself 
about who he is and is also unable to tell the difference between the reality and illusion of his 
ticking watch.

When Bierce describes Farquhar in the first paragraph of section II, he uses words like 
“longing for the release of his energies, the larger life of a soldier, the opportunity for 
distinction”.  These words shape our understanding of Farquhar as a man who wants to be 
more than he is and to prove himself worthy as a soldier. Bierce also writes that Farquhar 
believes in the saying “all is fair in love and war,” but still wants to try to escape the 
punishment that he fairly deserves. Thus, we end up questioning if Farquhar had an accurate 
idea of the reality of war and if he had an accurate perception of himself.

Bierce uses his words to develop two themes in the story.  One theme that he develops is the 
idea that the division between reality and illusion is not always distinct.   A second theme is the 
idea that our perceptions are often incorrect and unreliable.  Also, these two themes work 
together to expose another potential theme:  the theme of the realities of war.  Here, Farquhar’s 
misperceptions and belief in illusion can be compared to misperceptions and belief in the 
illusion of what war could achieve, particularly the Civil War.



Core Lesson

Reread highlighted text and determine 
an additional theme based on patterns 
you notice.

1

2
Ask yourself:  “How does this new theme 
interact with and build on another theme 
from the text?”

3 Ask yourself:  “Why did the author 
include both of these themes in his text?”



In this lesson you have learned 
how two themes interact and 

build on one another by 
analyzing an author’s       

word choices.


