Ernest Hemingway (1899-1961)
Hemingway was America’s most famous writer during the first half of the twentieth century. Not only did his adventure stories about stoic men who forge character in moments of extraordinary danger capture the imagination of his readers, but his search for honor amidst the chaos, disillusionment and bitter cynicism of the war years inspired a generation of young men. 

Hemingway was a larger than life character who deliberately lived his life on the edge. As a young man, instead of going to college after graduating from prep school, he resolved to become a writer. He took a job as a reporter and found his way to Europe to cover the biggest story of the age: the great war. He volunteered as an ambulance driver and served on the front line in Italy where he was seriously wounded in a mortar attack. He fell in love with the nurse, who helped him recover his mental as well as physical health, and then watched her die. He returned home after the war, married, and set off for the literary capitol of the world: Paris. There he lived with other ex-patriot Americans like Gertrude Stein and Scott Fitzgerald. He befriended Picasso and Matisse. He soaked in the modernist milieu and then invented his own unique way of seeing. 

Hemingway’s school was the great world of experience, and he insisted upon facing that world with absolute honesty. He regarded writing as an essential act: his only path to an honorable way of life. And his stories and novels represent a heroic attempt to do justice to the truth of human nature in the simplest manner possible. He developed a writing style which expressed his understanding of heroism: grace under pressure. His sentences are simple in diction and sentence structure. (Just the facts, ma’am.) No unnecessary embellishments, no abstract philosophizing, none of the fake idealism or sentiment which ideologues use to bilk the unsuspecting are permitted. His prose features an intelligence which regards the world with intense objectivity and understated irony. Dialogue is prominent.

In his stories Hemingway sought to purge all lies from his vision of the world. He came to despise sentimental idealism and generalized, abstract notions of honor, duty or justice. He is skeptical of the church’s teaching: believing that the idea of salvation had been used to pacify the workers and farmers who accepted poverty rather than stand up to the bourgeoisie. He also distrusted as intensely the utopian promises of the socialists whose positivist philosophies conceived a rational social order which could be achieved through violence. He distrusted all generalizations that sought to reduce the complexity and mystery of human nature.  Hemingway subjects all theory to the acid test of human experience. This discipline is well suited to the content of his stories in which the protagonist struggles to find order and meaning amidst the cruelty and carnage of the long thirty years war of the first part of the 20th century. 

Instead, Hemingway sought out what is specific, concrete and substantial about life. By resisting the urge to cling to cerebral abstractions or to sentimental truths, he dared himself to look life right between the eyes. His disciplined style reveals life’s complexity and ambiguity with remarkable clarity. 

Hemingway search for meaning led to few affirmations: he valued the relationships he found with tested friends. To those friends he offered complete loyalty. He found meaning in the stoicism that makes suffering bearable. In Hemingway’s world self-pity and public displays of emotion are expressions of weakness. He did not deny these feelings. Rather he believed that true feeling can not be articulated, only hinted at in suggestive prose - like the ripples on the surface of a river which suggest deep and powerful currents beneath. Stoic and subdued, Hemingway’s disciplined, rationalist perspective reveals life’s ambiguities with great clarity.

Hemingway found moral meaning in the direct experience, the physical sensation of action. You must use all your intelligence to understand the situation as clearly as possible and then act with resolve by doing what seems most right in that particular time and that place, testing, if needs be, your physical and mental endurance beyond what you believe is bearable. In so doing, you participate in the mystery of life and discover courage. In so doing you must accept moral responsibility for the good and the bad consequences of your action. This understanding of moral truth serves to test and find worthy the great American intellectual traditions of the mid-19th century” in Emerson, Thoreau and Whitman.

You must have the courage to act even when no clearly determined path is visible. Amid the confusion, his hero will act with extraordinary courage- despite fear of death- because he believes in people. Certain values thus achieve meaning: love, courage, and loyalty for his friends, his compatriots, and humanity.

When the civil war in Spain broke out, like many American intellectuals appalled at the U.S. government’s official policy of non-intervention, Hemingway went to Spain and volunteered to fight on behalf of a republican government struggling against the armies of the fascist dictator Francisco Franco who had been equipped with tanks, fighter planes, bombers, and troops from Hitler’s Germany and Mussolini’s Italy. While in Spain, Hemingway reported on the war for American magazines and wrote a play about his experiences, but he needed three years to fully come to grips with his theme. For Whom the Bell Tolls (1940), perhaps his greatest novel, was published in 1940.

Works:


In Our Times (1924)

· a chronological series of stories about boyhood and manhood in Michigan.

The Sun Also Rises (1928)

· a portrait of the Lost Generation

A Farewell to Arms (1929)

· A volunteer in the ambulance brigade serving in the Italian campaigns of WWI is severely wounded in a mortar attack. His physical wounds are terrible, but the trauma of war has damaged this man’s belief in any ideal. A young nurse with whom he falls in love nurses him back to health. 

Death in the Afternoon (1932)

· a study of the great bullfighters of the twentieth century.

Green Hills of Africa (1935)

· Big game hunting in the vanishing African veldt

To Have and To Have Not (1937)

· A cynical gun runner in the Florida Keys achieves political consciousness

For Whom the Bell Tolls (1940)

· An American volunteer fighting for the socialists during the Spanish Civil War is sent behind enemy lines on a suicide mission to blow up a bridge in a mountain pass on the eve of the Republic’s last offensive. Among the peasant guerilla fighters he finds in the mountains, he discovers the best and worst in human nature and a spiritual dimension in human experieince.

The Old Man and the Sea (1952)

· An old fisherman battles a great fish for three days and finally lands it only to lose it bit by bit to sharks as he returns to shore.

