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Impressionism emerged from as an art form in the late 19th century, and that art consisted of ordinary subjects that captured instantaneous sensory images with abrupt, “spontaneous” brushstrokes (Thomson).  This brushing method transformed painting from the mimicry of Romantic and Neoclassical art to the abstractness of Impressionistic art.  This art form forces one to interpret, as in real life, the collection of brush dabs and colors into an image, meaning, and sensation.  Pointillists or Post-Impressionists pieced together puzzle-like paintings, and each puzzle represented a small spot of colored paint (Shone 10).  Because Impressionistic and Pointillistic painting creates an image that no two people can see the same way, that painting also affectively conveys the impossibility for two people to view reality in the same way.  

According to Impressionists, the world is filtered through the senses of each individual, and each individual, reacting differently from different senses, will interpret situations differently (Nagel 21).  Both Impressionistic painters and writers use colors to provoke sensual responses to their works, thus color symbolism plays an extensive role in the interpretation of Impressionistic material. 
The color red, in Goethe’s view, produced a high state of energy and excitement in the viewer, one associated by both physiology and common experience with disturbing emotions and violence.  Yellow, by contrast, produced a “warm and agreeable” sensation unless contaminated by other colors, which then provoke negative feelings of revulsion and impending calamity. (Nagel 149)

Just as individual dabs of paint have distinctive color and those colors trigger emotional responses, stories of complex imagery can trigger similar responses.  Divisionists, on the other hand, use the primary color, complementary colors, and derivative tones of the object’s original color (Shone 10).  Their use of clashing complementary colors intensifies the colors and thus emotion.  Because subjective responses to the world lead to a greater misinterpretation of reality, the areas of greater contrast of color signify a greater contrast of reality and perception of reality. 
Impressionism also influenced literature, namely Literary Impressionism, which emerged to depict the world impressionistically with any combination of disconnected images, literary devices, narratives, or characterization rather than with disconnected brushstrokes and paint.  Crane’s use of ironic imagery to describe a character’s vision evokes a sharp contrast between reality and reality as perceived by that character, and a Divisionist’s placement of contrasting, complementary colors also denotes the disparity between the appearance of reality and reality.     Though Crane wrote in prose, the poetic nature of his writing and the influences of Impressionistic art in his writing allows for a more artistic interpretation of his work.  

Prior to the advent of literary impressionistic thought, only realist and naturalist thought existed as its closest counterpart in literature.  All three concepts differ slightly: Realism establishes an absolute, wholly understandable reality that can be explained; Naturalism employs a cynic voice to describe the “deterministic” affect of the environment and other external, natural forces, and events can be explained by the scientific analysis of those external forces; and Impressionism contends that reality does not exist absolutely, cannot be explained to others, and can only be represented by sensory images (Nagel 31, 33, 23).  Because Naturalist, Realist, and Impressionistic writers describe some aspect of reality and use similar devices to covey realistic situations, critics overlook nuances that differentiate between these three ideas.
Most critics of Crane’s works associated his images of oppressive environments and his irony with the Naturalism; and his honesty, mockery, and brutal assessment of the world with Realism.   However, Naturalistic and realistic approaches to explaining Crane’s works does not sufficiently explain Crane’s pithy style and quick movement, lack of plot, his fantastical and colorful imagery, his characters’ illusions and delusions, and his ironic narrative that undermines any evolution of the character.  This style allowed Crane to create a moving panorama of images, colors, and sensations, and those images would form different ideas depending on the degree of interpretation.  Similarly, the disconnected colors of Impressionistic painting focused into different pictures depending on the distance from the painting.  The constant contrast of appearance versus reality in both Crane’s writing and Impressionistic art suggest that “reality is ephemeral, evanescent, constantly shifting its meaning and hence continually defying precise definition” and the “ability to ‘see’” determines how much of that reality can be realized (qtd. in Nagel 22-3).    

Stephen Crane applies tenets of artistic impressionism to Literary Impressionism throughout his works, including The Red Badge of Courage, Maggie, and The Open Boat, by the use of contrasting sensory imagery reminiscent of that evoked by Impressionistic art.  Thus the use of complementary kinesthetic, tactile, visual, and color imagery to describe the experiences of Maggie, Henry Flemings, and the Correspondent in Crane’s stories reveal the connection between his Impressionistic literary techniques and artistic techniques of Impressionists.

The opening lines of The Open Boat represent a picturesque sensory image:
None of them knew the color of the sky. Their eyes glanced level, and were fastened upon the waves that swept toward them.  These waves were of the hue of slate, save for the tops, which were of foaming white, and all of the men knew the colors of the sea. The horizon narrowed and widened, and dipped and rose, and at all times its edge was jagged with waves that seemed thrust up in points like rocks. Many a man ought to have a bath-tub larger than the boat which here rode upon the sea.
If the portion of the fourth sentence, “the horizon narrowed and widened and dipped and rose,” were interpreted as poetry, the up and down motion imagery created by the imperfect iambic pentameter reflects the same motion of the waves (Colvert 112).  However, this kinesthetic image reveals the contrast between reality and appearance by describing the movement of the horizon rather than the waves.  Instead, the waves “thrust up in points like rocks” and gain qualities of solid, hard objects.  Crane also describes the waves as “slate” colored; thus, he indicates that an emotional response accompanied the sight of the sea and that there was no objective interpretation of the ocean.  When interpreted alone, the movement and tactile imagery of the rocks appear to bear no significance to the waves, and the horizon’s motion does not immediately imply the lull of waves.  Indeed rocks do not remind one of waves.  However, when the reader combines these two striking, symbolic images, a picture of a dangerous journey by boat materializes.  Impressionists, instead of using poetic but contradictory images, use bits of complementary colors when rendering an object.  These dabs of color, when examined individually, appear vibrant and do not bear any resemblance to the entire picture.  Blending the colors of this picture, like the blending of Crane’s imagery, results in a unified visual effect.
Though Crane’s images result in a unified visual effect, that effect is not universal.   The description of the waves as “walls” that enclose the four men and handicap their visions also demonstrates the blinding affect of experiencing ocean imagery too intimately.  Thus, the men, exposed to only the harsh environment, regarded nature as antagonistic.  Though these waves constituted the men’s “absolute reality,” Crane quickly presents an opposite picture of reality by viewing the situation from a distance (Colvert 112).  Crane describes the event as a mere spectacle and nature did not care about the men.  However, neither image of reality represents the true one.   Crane also portrayed water as a life source, as cold and deadly, as “boiling” hot, and as “cold comfortable sea-water.”  Because of the duplicity of the water imagery, Crane suggests that no version of reality represents the true reality.   Crane’s depiction of the perception of water, waves, and the ocean changes, but the object does not undergo the same transformation.  Take for example an Impressionistic painting.  If one changes the viewing distance, perception of that painting changes, but the painting does not physically change. 
  Because The Open Boat makes little use of colors other than gray, the limited color imagery indicates fewer modes to interpret reality and may imply a limited vision on the part of the men.  On the other hand, the lack of color may suggest a more objective vision because fewer colors provoke fewer sensual and emotional responses.  Colvert also notices the fluctuation between two states of meaning in Crane’s images (114).  Since gray imagery dominates all other color imagery in this story, the color gray must have symbolic value.  According to Chevreul, 
…Grey applied next to a colour makes the colour seem more brilliant, and at the same time the grey is tinted with the complementary tone of the adjacent colour….  A darker colour next to a different lighter colour results in a higher value of the former and a lower value of the latter, independently of the mixing of the complementaries. (qtd. in Sutter 24)

Taking into consideration Chevreul’s theories and Crane’s use of gray color imagery, all objects associated with gray must be more significant than other objects of color.  All images of gray are created by shadow, thus other colors with the exception of black must be lighter gray, and those colors have less importance according to Chevreul.  Associated with the color gray are the dawn sky, the faces of the men, and the light house.  
Crane describes that the light house “almost assumed color” and appeared grayish when the men first saw the structure.  At first the structure offered hope of rescue but that hope also proved unfounded.  The double meaning of gray imagery also surfaces in the depiction of “the sea and the sky … each of the gray hue of the dawning.”  Grayness of the morning suggests that the new day did not herald much change in their miserable fate.  That same gray dawn also stirs up images of the sinking of The Commodore, yet later with land in sight, the sky grows yellow and the sea grows blue.  Again, the duplicity of the gray image indicates that no definitive reality exists.  Instead of using contrasting sensual imagery to depict an Impressionistic reality, Crane uses contrasting meanings of the gray color imagery to provoke a similar effect.  Whereas painters like Seurat deliberately uses gray in his painting to enhance other colors, Crane attributes contrasting images to enhance the color gray.  Both artists, in affect, paint similar Pointillist visions of an indefinable reality. 
Crane also employs the image of common, domestic objects to describe a starkly contrasting reality and these disconnected visual images serve to link Crane’s portrayal of reality to Impressionistic painters.  He uses a “bathtub” to describe a dangerous situation with pictures of trivial or harmless objects.  The bathtub and the boat represent two almost diametrically opposed objects in the situation of the shipwrecked survivors, since the boat provided the men with a sanctuary from water that surrounded them for miles and miles, while the bathtub provided men with bathing water.  By calling the gulls that land on the seaweed as “canton flannel gulls,” Crane attributes positive images of a soft tactile image to the gulls, a visual image of flannel cloth to them, and a warm image of Crane’s childhood (Kissane 118).  Both Crane and Impressionists chose to portray common objects or situations as their subjects.  Since Crane did not portray a common situation in his story of four shipwrecked men, Crane used images of common objects to render that experience, instead.  
Crane’s use of contradictory sensual imagery to describe the waves, the horizon, and the boat share the same characteristics of Divisionist painters who use contradictory colors to paint an object.  While Divisionists use yellow and blue to paint a leaf, Crane uses the tactile sensations of jagged stone to describe the waves.  As one steps back from the Impressionistic painting, the yellow and blue colors blend into a picture of a green leaf.  Likewise, as one adopts a wider perspective of The Open Boat, the contradictory images of the deadly waves and the fragile boat combine represent nature as only “indifferent or picturesque” (Colvert 113).  Unlike conventional Impressionistic art, this story lacks color.  However, the lack of color effectively conveys the same meaning as the contrasting colors of a painting.  Furthermore, the ambiguity of meaning in Crane’s lack of color and in the description of the environment culminates in a portrayal of a relative reality.
Crane’s story Maggie opens similarly to The Open Boat:  “A very little boy stood upon a heap of gravel for the honor of Rum Alley.”  Again, Crane uses the image of a pile of stones and war imagery to represent something entirely different: honor.  Crane also uses war imagery to describe domestic fights in the Johnson family (Kwiat 144).  Both Jimmie and Maggie experience domestic troubles through 

…howls and curses, groans and shrieks, confusingly in chorus as if a battle were raging. With all was the crash of splintering furniture.  … A glow from the fire threw red hues over the bare floor, the cracked and soiled plastering, and the overturned and broken furniture.
Auditory, color, and visual imagery of war comes to mind with this description.  The seemingly unrelated nature of these sensual images to the object of comparison reveals the link between Crane’s Literary Impressionism and artistic Impressionism.
Considering the previously established link between the individual colors of an Impressionistic painting to the imagery of Crane’s works, we find that the individual auditory images of the violent struggle are poignant images: “howls and curses, groans and shrieks.”  However, the contradictory use of “chorus” to describe the same auditory imagery implies a methodical arrangement of these noises.  Indeed, Maggie’s mother drank liquor regularly and caused these brawls on a regular basis.  Later, sound imagery changes once more in this single sentence when sounds of war modify the sounds of a chorus.  In this sentence, Crane oscillates the meanings of the sound imagery to create the same confusion caused by those sounds.  These contrasting meanings associated with the same fighting noises blend together in a realistic cacophony of meaning like the complementary pigments of Pointillists.
Color imagery in Maggie also contributes to the overall artistic nature of Crane’s Impressionism.  For example, Crane associated the majority of red imagery with Maggie’s mother, and both images reminisce of “fear, hatred, and destruction” (Nagel 150).  Strangely, red imagery acts symbolically throughout the novel signifying the same despicable mentality.  Furthermore, Crane never associates red imagery with Maggie, thus he applied red imagery as symbols in his story like a painter upon a canvass rather than painting the imagery of red.  
As for the other colors, only when Mary has passed out in a drunken stupor does Crane associate her with other colors: “yellow brows shaded eye-lids that had brown blue.”  This jumbled assortment of color imagery in association with a sleeping drunkard represents many Impressionistic ideals.  Firstly, the clash of yellow, blue, and brown indicates the extremely close up perspective of the mother and the near-sighted vision of the child.  Secondly, the monochromatic red color imagery, different from the gray color imagery of The Open Boat, associated with Mrs. Johnson represents her extreme inability to perceive reality.  The recurrent gray imagery of The Open Boat differs from the red imagery associated with Mary, because Crane established the red imagery as symbolic of hate and violence, while he established duplicity to the gray imagery.  
Crane offers glimpses into alternate perspectives through the sensual imagery evoked by the cheap entertainment of the Bowery.  

Maggie lost herself in sympathy with the wanderers swooning in snow storms beneath happy-hued church windows. And a choir within singing "Joy to the World." To Maggie and the rest of the audience this was transcendental realism. Joy always within, and they, like the actor, inevitably without. Viewing it, they hugged themselves in ecstatic pity of their imagined or real condition.
Here the church imagery, the “happy-hued” colors, and auditory imagery of a joyous song, combine to create a pleasant image.  However, “happy-hued” colors also indicate a great degree of emotional interpretations of the world and thus a great contrast between appearances and reality.  Ironically, Maggie also associated these images with Pete.  Both Pete and the illusion of a better life eventually desert Maggie, and this fact adds a negative connotation to those seemingly happy images.  These illusory images combine to create a fleeting look into an illusion of happiness.  Both Impressionistic painting and Crane’s writing convey the constant change of reality. 
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