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Understanding the profound impact of heroism in American history often begins with examining
poignant literary excerpts. One such powerful piece is Bret Harte's depiction of John Burns of
Gettysburg, a figure emblematic of humble yet extraordinary valor. This article delves into the
excerpt from "John Burns of Gettysburg" by Bret Harte, exploring its themes, historical context, and
significance. By analyzing the excerpt's language, tone, and message, readers can gain a deeper
appreciation for the brevity and grandeur of true heroism.

---

Introduction to Bret Harte’s "John Burns of Gettysburg"

Bret Harte, renowned for his vivid storytelling and keen social observations, captured the essence of
American heroism in his literary works. "John Burns of Gettysburg" is a noteworthy example,
highlighting the spontaneous and selfless actions of an ordinary man during one of the most pivotal
battles in American history.

Who Was John Burns?

- A civilian volunteer during the Battle of Gettysburg
- Known for his courage and quick thinking
- An embodiment of the everyman hero, representing ordinary citizens' contributions during wartime

Significance of the Excerpt

Harte’s excerpt emphasizes that heroism does not always come with grandeur or recognition. Instead,
it often manifests in brief, decisive moments that define a person's character and influence history.

---

Analyzing the Excerpt: Themes and Messages

The excerpt's core message revolves around the idea that heroism, though often brief, leaves a
lasting impression. Harte contrasts the fleeting nature of heroic acts with their enduring legacy.

Key Themes



- Brief Is the Glory: The excerpt underscores that the recognition and honors a hero receives may be
short-lived, but their deeds resonate forever.
- Humility of the Hero: John Burns did not seek fame; his actions were spontaneous and selfless.
- The Power of Ordinary People: The excerpt celebrates the heroism of everyday individuals in
extraordinary circumstances.
- The Impact of a Single Action: A brief act can influence the course of events and inspire others.

Literary Devices Employed

- Concise Language: Harte uses brevity to mirror the fleeting yet impactful nature of Burns's heroism.
- Imagery: Vivid descriptions evoke the chaos and courage on the battlefield.
- Tone: Respectful and admiring, emphasizing humility and valor.

---

Historical Context of Gettysburg and John Burns

To fully appreciate Harte’s excerpt, understanding the historical backdrop is essential.

The Battle of Gettysburg (July 1-3, 1863)

- A turning point in the American Civil War
- Fought in Pennsylvania between Union and Confederate forces
- Marked by intense combat, significant casualties, and strategic importance

John Burns's Role in the Battle

- A veteran of the American Revolution, older and unarmed during the battle
- Not a soldier but a civilian who actively participated
- Known for rallying Union troops and encouraging perseverance

Significance of Civilian Participation

- Civilian heroes like Burns exemplify the collective effort during wartime
- Their contributions often go unnoticed but are vital

---

The Power of Brief Heroism: Exploring the Quote

The quote, "Brief is the glory that hero earns, briefer," encapsulates the transient nature of
recognition contrasted with the lasting impact of heroism.

Interpreting the Quote

- "Brief is the glory": Recognition and fame are fleeting.



- "That hero earns": Heroes often gain acknowledgment only temporarily.
- "Briefer": The actual act of heroism is even shorter than its recognition.

Implications

- True heroism is often spontaneous and momentary.
- The acknowledgment may fade, but the deed endures.
- Recognizing this fleeting fame encourages humility among heroes.

---

Why Is the Excerpt Still Relevant Today?

The themes in Harte’s excerpt resonate beyond the Civil War era, offering insights into human nature
and heroism in any context.

Lessons on Heroism

- Everyday Heroism: Ordinary individuals can perform extraordinary acts.
- Humility and Selflessness: True heroes do not seek recognition.
- Impact of Small Actions: Brief moments can have long-lasting effects.

Modern Parallels

- First responders during emergencies
- Volunteers in community service
- Soldiers and civilians alike in times of crises

Encouraging Heroic Acts

Understanding that heroism can be brief yet impactful inspires individuals to act bravely in moments
of need.

---

Analyzing Bret Harte’s Literary Style in the Excerpt

Harte’s writing is characterized by its clarity, emotional depth, and succinctness, all of which serve to
emphasize the core message.

Style Elements

- Concise Sentences: Reflect the brevity of heroism itself.
- Vivid Descriptions: Bring the scene and characters to life.
- Respectful Tone: Honors the subject without embellishment.



Effectiveness of Style

- Reinforces the idea that heroic acts are often simple but profound.
- Engages the reader emotionally, fostering admiration for everyday heroism.

---

Conclusion: The Enduring Legacy of Brief Heroism

Bret Harte’s excerpt from "John Burns of Gettysburg" eloquently captures the essence of heroism's
fleeting yet impactful nature. It reminds us that true heroism is often brief, spontaneous, and rooted
in humility. The actions of individuals like John Burns serve as timeless examples that inspire us to
recognize the potential for greatness in everyday life. As history and literature continue to celebrate
such acts, the message persists: sometimes, the briefest acts of courage leave the most enduring
legacies.

---

Additional Resources for Further Reading

- "The Civil War: A Narrative" by Shelby Foote – In-depth historical account of Gettysburg and Civil
War heroes.
- "Bret Harte: A Study of the Writer and His Work" – Analyzes Harte’s literary style and themes.
- "The Role of Civilian Heroes in Wartime" – Articles exploring civilian contributions in various conflicts.
- Documentaries on Gettysburg – Visual resources to contextualize the battle and its heroes.

---

Final Thoughts

Understanding the brevity and impact of heroism through Bret Harte’s depiction of John Burns
enriches our perspective on courage and humility. It teaches us that acts of heroism are often simple,
spontaneous, and unrecognized in the moment but can echo through history. Embracing this
understanding encourages us to honor not only celebrated heroes but also the everyday individuals
whose brief acts of bravery shape the course of history and inspire future generations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of the excerpt from 'John Burns of



Gettysburg' by Bret Harte?
The main theme is the brevity and modesty of a hero's glory, emphasizing that true heroism often
involves simple, unrecognized acts rather than grand, celebrated deeds.

How does Bret Harte portray John Burns in the excerpt?
Harte portrays John Burns as a humble and unassuming hero whose brief moment of bravery
exemplifies the idea that true heroism is often brief and understated.

What does the phrase 'Brief Is The Glory That Hero Earns,
Briefer' suggest about heroism?
It suggests that the recognition or glory a hero receives can be fleeting, and that true heroism may be
brief yet meaningful, emphasizing humility over fame.

How does the excerpt reflect on the nature of heroism during
the Civil War?
It highlights that many Civil War heroes, like John Burns, performed acts of courage that were simple
and brief but had lasting significance, challenging the notion of heroism as grand or prolonged.

Why is Bret Harte's depiction of John Burns considered
relevant today?
It remains relevant as it celebrates modest acts of bravery and reminds us that heroism often resides
in everyday moments of courage, not just in celebrated heroics.

What literary devices does Bret Harte use in the excerpt to
emphasize the theme?
Harte employs concise language and contrasts to underscore the brevity of heroism, using phrases
like 'Brief Is The Glory' to emphasize the fleeting nature of fame and recognition.

How does this excerpt challenge traditional notions of
heroism?
It challenges the idea that heroism must be grand or long-lasting, instead suggesting that small, brief
acts of courage are equally heroic and valuable.

Additional Resources
Read The Excerpt From "John Burns Of Gettysburg" By Bret Harte: A Reflection on Heroism and Its
Fleeting Nature

Introduction



"Brief is the glory that hero earns, briefer"—these words, penned by Bret Harte in his poignant
excerpt from "John Burns of Gettysburg," encapsulate a profound truth about the transient nature of
heroism. Harte's vivid portrayal of John Burns, an ordinary citizen who rose to extraordinary heights
during the Battle of Gettysburg, invites readers to reflect on the fleeting recognition that often
accompanies acts of valor. This analysis delves into the themes, literary devices, historical context,
and enduring relevance of Harte's excerpt, offering a comprehensive understanding of its
significance.

---

Understanding the Context of "John Burns of
Gettysburg"

The Historical Backdrop

The Battle of Gettysburg (July 1–3, 1863) stands as a pivotal turning point in the American Civil War. It
was not just a military confrontation but also a symbolic clash between Union and Confederate
ideologies. Amidst the chaos and brutality, stories of individual heroism emerged—stories that
transcended military ranks and social classes. Bret Harte’s excerpt centers on one such figure, John
Burns, an ordinary civilian who became a symbol of selfless patriotism.

Harte’s narrative is set against this tumultuous backdrop, emphasizing that heroism is often rooted in
everyday actions rather than institutional positions of power. The historical context underscores the
contrast between the grandeur of war and the humility of the individual’s contribution.

Bret Harte’s Literary Perspective

Bret Harte, renowned for his vivid storytelling and keen social insights, often highlighted themes of
humility, moral integrity, and the common man's role in history. His depiction of John Burns aligns
with this ethos, elevating a civilian’s spontaneous act of bravery to mythic proportions. Harte’s
perspective challenges the reader to reconsider notions of heroism, suggesting that true heroism is
often modest and unrecognized, yet profoundly impactful.

---

The Character of John Burns: An Ordinary Man in
Extraordinary Circumstances



Biographical Sketch and Personality Traits

John Burns was a 69-year-old resident of Gettysburg, known locally for his simple, humble lifestyle.
Despite his age and lack of military training, Burns displayed remarkable courage during the battle.
His actions—climbing onto the battlefield amidst the chaos to assist wounded soldiers—embody the
spirit of selfless service.

Key traits that define Burns include:

- Courage: Facing danger without hesitation.
- Humility: Acting without seeking recognition.
- Patriotism: Demonstrating love for his country through action.
- Resilience: Overcoming physical and emotional hardships during the chaos.

Harte’s characterization emphasizes that heroism is not confined to soldiers or officers but can be
embodied by everyday individuals.

The Significance of His Actions

Burns’ decision to aid wounded soldiers exemplifies spontaneous heroism. His actions symbolize a
moral choice to serve others regardless of personal risk. Harte highlights that Burns' heroism was
fueled by instinct and moral duty rather than strategic planning or military authority.

This raises important questions about the nature of heroism: Is it measured by the scale of action, the
context, or the moral intent? Harte suggests that even the simplest acts—done in moments of
crisis—can carry profound significance.

---

The Literary Analysis of Harte's Excerpt

Themes Explored in the Passage

Several themes emerge prominently in Harte’s portrayal of John Burns:

- Heroism in Ordinary Life: The idea that heroism is accessible to all, not just the trained or elite.
- Transient Glory: The fleeting nature of recognition—what is celebrated momentarily may soon be
forgotten.
- Humility and Selflessness: True heroism often involves sacrifice without expectation of reward.
- The Ephemeral Nature of Fame: The excerpt underscores that fame and honor, like the hero’s
deeds, are often brief.

Harte’s focus on these themes invites readers to reevaluate their perceptions of heroism and hero-
worship, emphasizing humility and moral courage over spectacle.



Use of Literary Devices

Harte employs several literary devices to elevate the narrative:

- Contrast: The briefness of hero’s glory is contrasted with the enduring moral impact of their actions.
- Anecdote: The story of John Burns functions as a powerful anecdotal illustration of spontaneous
heroism.
- Repetition: The phrase “brief is the glory” underscores the fleeting nature of fame.
- Imagery: Vivid descriptions of the battlefield and Burns’ actions evoke emotional responses, making
the scene memorable.

These devices serve to deepen the reader’s understanding of the central themes and reinforce the
message about the fleeting nature of heroism.

---

Analyzing the Phrase: "Brief Is The Glory That Hero
Earns, Briefer"

Interpretation and Significance

The phrase encapsulates a sobering truth about recognition and memory. It suggests that:

- The honors bestowed upon heroes are often short-lived.
- Society’s acknowledgment of heroism fades quickly, overshadowed by new events.
- The moral and emotional impact of heroic acts endures longer than the recognition themselves.

By emphasizing the brevity of glory, Harte challenges the romanticized notion of everlasting fame,
instead highlighting the intrinsic value of the act itself, regardless of its recognition.

Philosophical and Cultural Implications

This reflection prompts a philosophical inquiry into the nature of heroism:

- Is the value of heroism rooted in societal acknowledgment or in the act’s moral integrity?
- How does fleeting fame influence individuals’ willingness to act selflessly?
- What lessons can be drawn about humility and legacy?

Culturally, the phrase critiques the tendency to glorify heroes temporarily, urging a recognition of
humility and the importance of moral acts that may go unnoticed or uncelebrated in the long run.

---



Enduring Relevance and Modern Reflection

Heroism Beyond the Battlefield

While Harte’s excerpt is rooted in the Civil War context, its themes resonate broadly:

- Everyday Heroism: Modern society witnesses countless acts of bravery—healthcare workers,
volunteers, activists—whose contributions may be fleetingly acknowledged but whose moral impact
persists.
- Social Media and Fame: In the digital age, fleeting viral fame often overshadows sustained moral
contributions, echoing Harte’s notion of brief glory.
- Community Service and Civic Duty: Ordinary citizens engaging in community aid, disaster relief, or
social justice work embody the spirit Harte celebrates.

The Lesson for Contemporary Society

Harte’s reflection encourages individuals to find value in their moral actions, regardless of
recognition. It advocates for:

- Valuing humility over fame.
- Recognizing that true heroism often occurs quietly.
- Understanding that the moral significance of acts endures beyond societal forgetfulness.

This perspective fosters a culture that appreciates genuine altruism and moral integrity over
superficial recognition.

---

Conclusion: The Lasting Impact of Harte’s Reflection

Bret Harte’s excerpt from "John Burns of Gettysburg" offers a timeless meditation on the nature of
heroism. The phrase “Brief is the glory that hero earns, briefer” succinctly captures the transient
nature of societal recognition, urging readers to look beyond fleeting fame and appreciate the moral
value of courageous acts. Harte’s portrayal of Burns elevates the ordinary individual, emphasizing
that heroism is accessible to all, rooted in moral conviction rather than titles or accolades.

In an era where fame often seems ephemeral and superficial, Harte’s words serve as a reminder that
true heroism lies in actions that may be forgotten by history but remain immortal in moral
significance. The excerpt challenges us to reconsider our perceptions of valor, humility, and legacy,
fostering a deeper appreciation for the quiet, enduring acts of courage that shape society—acts that,
though briefly celebrated, leave an indelible mark on the human conscience.

---
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